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A   CRITIC  OF  CRITICS  OF  CRITICS 


BUT  IN  REALITY  there  is  another  light  in  which  these  modern 
critics  may,  with  great  justice  and  propriety,  be  seen;  and 
this  is  that  of  a  common  slanderer.  If  a  person  who  pries 
into  the  characters  of  others,  with  no  other  design  but  to 
discover  their  faults  and  to  publish  them  to  the  world,  de- 
serves the  title  of  a  slanderer  of  the  reputation  of  men, 
why  should  not  a  critic,  who  reads  with  the  same  malevo- 
lent view,  be  as  properly  styled  the  slanderer  of  the  repu- 
tation of  books? 

Vice  hath  not,  I  believe,  a  more  abject  slave;  society  pro- 
duces not  a  more  odious  vermin;  nor  can  the  devil  receive 
a  guest  more  worthy  -of  him,  nor  possibly  more  welcome 
to  him.  — Henry  Fielding 

I  TAKE  UPON  ME  absolutely  to  condemn  the  fashionable  and 
prevailing  custom  of  inveighing  against  critics  as  the  com- 
mon enemies,  the  pests  and  incendiaries  of  the  common- 
wealth of  Wit  and  Letters.  I  assert,  on  the  contrary,  that 
they  are  the  props  and  pillars  of  this  building;  and  that 
without  the  encouragement  and  propagation  of  such  a  race, 
we  should  remain  as  Gothic  architects  as  ever. 

— Anthony,  Earl  of  Shaftesbury 

AS  TO  THE  HERD  OF  CRITICS,  it  is  impossible  for  me  to  pay 
much  attention  to  them,  for,  as  they  do  not  understand 
what  I  call  poetry,  we  talk  in  a  foreign  language  to  each 
other.  Indeed,  many  of  these  gentlemen  appear  to  me 
to  be  a  sort  of  tinkers,  who,  unable  to  make  pots  and 
pans,  set  up  for  menders  of  them,  and,  God  knows,  often 
make  two  holes  in  patching  one.       — Sir  Walter  Scott 

FIRST-RATE  CRITICISM  has  a  permanent  value  greater  than  that 
of  any  but  first-rate  works  of  poetry  and  art. 

— Matthew  Arnold 

FOR  IT  IS  CRITICISM  which  Tcmoves  mountains. 

— Georg  Brandes 

THE  REALLY  COMPETENT  CRITIC  must  be  an  empiricist.  He  must 
conduct  his  exploration  with  whatever  means  lie  within  the 
bounds  of  his  personal  limitation.  He  must  produce  his 
effects  with  whatever  tools  will  work.  If  pills  fail,  he  gets 
out  his  saw.  If  the  saw  won't  cut,  he  seizes  a  club. 

— H.  L.  Mencken 

AH,  IF  WE  only  had  decent  critics!  — Anton  Chekhov 

FOR  I  AM  nothing,  if  not  Critical!.  — lago 


PREFACE   TO    THE   SECOND    EDITION 


This  abridged  edition  lacks  two  of  the  original  chap- 
ters, those  dealing  with  Edmund  Wilson  and  Christopher 
Caudwell,  as  well  as  the  selected  bibliography  and  a  small 
amount  of  background  and  relatively  peripheral  material, 
all  of  which  can  readily  be  consulted  in  the  unabridged 
edition.  Having  chosen  to  keep  the  book  a  record  of  a  re- 
markable quarter  of  a  century  of  critical  flowering  rather 
than  make  it  a  continuing  account,  I  have  not  attempted 
to  bring  it  up  to  date.  A  number  of  errors  and  infelicities 
have  been  corrected,  though  I  do  not  doubt  that  many  more 
have  been  retained.  Again,  my  debt  of  gratitude  to  friends, 
acquaintances,  and  even  strangers  who  have  helped  and 
advised  me  in  cutting  and  alteration  is  too  substantial  to  be 
individually  acknowledged. 

If  my  views  about  these  matters  have  changed  since  I 
wrote  this  book,  the  change  has  been  in  the  direction  of  less 
hopefulness  about  the  triumph  of  method  over  inadequate 
sensibility,  rather  than  toward  any  lessened  faith  in  the 
utility  of  method  itself.  As  the  principal  change  in  my 
views,  I  would  now  incline  to  see  the  act  of  evaluation  not 
as  a  superstructure  erected  upon  analysis,  but  as  an  in- 
formal procedure  antecedent  to  analysis,  in  determining 
whether  any  given  work  warrants  the  expenditure  of  that 
much  critical  labor. 

S.  E.  H. 
North  Bennington,  Vermont 
February  1955 


PREFACE 


The  aims  of  this  book  are  comparatively  simple:  first,  to 
study  the  nature  of  modern  critical  method  as  exemplified 
by  selected  contemporary  literary  critics;  second,  to  note 
the  ancestry  of  their  techniques  and  procedures,  both  as 
disciplines  in  themselves  and  as  gradual  developments  in 
the  history  of  criticism;  third,  to  suggest  some  possibilities 
for  an  integrated  and  practical  methodology  that  would 
combine  and  consolidate  the  best  procedures  of  modem 
criticism.  ("Integrative"  is  the  good  word,  Kenneth  Burke 
remarks  in  one  of  his  books,  for  a  method  that  the  reader 
who  preferred  a  bad  word  could  call  "eclectic")  The  third 
aim,  which  is  the  least  fully  treated  in  this  book,  is  probably 
the  most  important,  in  so  far  as  modem  criticism,  as  it  has 
become  increasingly  specialized  and  efficient,  has  become 
increasingly  partial  and  fragmentary.  A  number  of  con- 
temporary critical  methods  in  actual  fact  require  the  critic 
to  know  only  one  thing  well,  his  own  discipline,  and  to 
have  read  only  one  book,  the  one  under  discussion.  An 
integrated  method  would  require  the  knowing  and  reading 
of  "all,"  or  at  least  a  good  deal  more.  To  each  contempo- 
rary critic's  limited  "efficiency,"  an  integrated  method 
would  thus  oppose  a  "counter-efficiency"  in  a  wider  con- 
text, so  that  the  Freudian,  the  Marxist,  the  scholar,  the 
folklorist,  etc.,  would  have  to  become  a  Freudian  plus,  a 
Marxist  plus,  etc.  The  possibilities  for  such  an  integrated 
method,  however,  can  only  be  sketched  out  here  in  the 
most  tentative  fashion. 

The  things  it  is  not  the  intention  of  this  book  to  do  can 
be  demarcated  with  equal  sharpness.  It  is  not  a  study  of 
aesthetic  or  philosophic  theory,  of  critical  theory  or  defini- 
tions, or  of  specific  literary  judgments  by  critics.  The  im- 
portant question,  for  this  book  at  least,  is  not  what  the 
critic  says  but  what  he  does,  and  chiefly  the  principal  thing 
he  does,  the  "essence"  of  his  work.  Thus  where  some  writ- 
ers on  Yvor  Winters  have  emphasized  his  activities  as  a 
moralist,  and  others  his  activities  as  a  technical  or  logical 
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critic,  these  seem  clearly  secondary  to  his  function  as  an 
evaluator;  and  so  forth.  At  the  same  time,  except  inci- 
dentally, this  book  is  not  a  study  of  critics,  but  of  method 
as  exemplified  in  the  practice  of  critics,  the  only  place  it 
can  be  exemplified  or  discussed  at  all.  In  the  attempt  to 
take  the  emphasis  off  the  man  and  put  it  on  the  method  as 
far  as  possible,  most  of  the  following  chapters  contain  a 
section  on  the  development  of  some  aspects  of  the  method 
in  the  past,  and  a  section  discussing  a  few  other  contempo- 
rary critics  who  use  a  comparable  method  with  greater  or 
lesser  success. 

There  is  no  claim  that  the  ten  critics  here  discussed 
are  the  only  modern  critics,  or  the  best,  or  the  best  using 
their  respective  methods,  or  that  their  methods  are  the 
only  ones,  or  the  best.  They  are  all,  however,  serious  men 
and  women  doing  something  of  significance,  and  among 
them  are  a  number  of  our  finest  practitioners  of  the  art. 
Beyond  that,  they  have  been  selected  simply  for  their  use- 
fulness as  illustrating  techniques  and  procedures  that  seem 
fruitful.  It  is  thus  a  matter  of  deep  regret  that  a  number 
of  important  American  critics,  among  them  F.  O.  Matthies- 
sen,  John  Crowe  Ransom,  Allen  Tate,  Cleanth  Brooks, 
Ezra  Pound,  and  others,  have  been  omitted,  because  their 
work  either  does  not  illustrate  a  significant  method,  or  does 
not  illustrate  it  as  clearly  as  the  work  of  someone  else;  and 
the  same  thing  is  true  of  valuable  British  critics  like  John 
Middleton  Murry,  Herbert  Read,  G.  Wilson  Knight,  the 
Scrutiny  group,  and  others.  Some  attempt  has  been  made 
to  discuss  the  work  of  these  men  briefly  in  the  relevant 
chapters.  In  addition,  it  has  proved  impractical  to  devote 
chapters  to  the  work  of  men  who  have  not  published  a  body 
of  criticism  available  in  book  form,  thus  entailing  the  neg- 
lect of  several  very  significant  critics,  such  as  William  Troy 
and  Morton  Dauwen  Zabel,  who  have  not  so  far  published 
volumes  of  criticism,  as  well  as  of  a  number  of  greatlv 
promising  younger  men.  In  addition,  no  chapters  are  de- 
voted to  contemporary  critics  writing  in  any  but  the  Eng- 
lish language  (although  a  number  of  European  critics  are 
treated  briefly  in  the  relevant  chapters).  This  is  due  in  part 
to  my  inadequate  familiarity  with  contemporary  European 
criticism,  in  greater  part  to  the  fact  that,  on  the  basis  of 
that  inadequate  examination,  the  phenomenon  discussed 
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in  this  book  as  "modem"  criticism  does  not  seem  to  exist 
to  any  degree  at  this  time  anywhere  but  in  England  and 
America,  although  its  sources  are  to  be  found  in  almost 
every  European  literature. 

Finally,  this  book  makes  no  attempt  to  be  stylistically 
impressive:  it  is  written  in  as  simple  a  style  and  vocabulary 
as  possible,  as  befits  an  explanatory  work;  it  makes  no  at- 
tempt to  be  impartial,  but  is  frankly  both  biased  and  opin- 
ionated, with  my  own  bias  and  opinions;  and  although  it 
attempts  to  explain  what  a  number  of  contemporary  critics 
are  doing,  neither  its  information  nor  its  opinions  are  au- 
thorized in  any  fashion:  it  makes  no  claim  to  speak  offi- 
cially for  the  critics  it  examines,  or  even  that  they  would 
agree  with  its  contentions,  and  no  chapters  were  submitted 
for  the  approval  of  their  subjects  or  result  from  any  con- 
sultation with  them  on  other  than  a  few  purely  factual 
matters. 

I  hope  in  the  future  to  be  able  to  illuminate  and  docu- 
ment some  of  my  contentions  and  provide  an  accompany- 
ing volume  of  examples,  by  compiling  an  anthology  or  sym- 
posium of  critical  essays  to  illustrate  the  methods  here 
discussed.  I  additionally  hope  that  some  attempt  will  be 
made  by  others  to  examine  the  applicability  of  some  of  the 
methods  and  principles  treated  in  this  book  to  other  fields 
of  criticism  besides  the  literary — among  them  music,  the 
graphic  and  plastic  arts,  the  theater,  and  the  dance — since 
that  ability  is  at  the  moment,  and  will  perhaps  always  be, 
beyond  my  competence. 
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The  Armed  Vision 

A    STUDY    IN    THE    METHODS    OF 
MODERN    LITERARY    CRITICISM 


INTRODUCTION 


Modern  Literary 
Criticism 


/.  Its  Nature 

The  literary  criticism  written  in  English  over  the  past 
quarter  of  a  century  is  qualitatively  different  from  any 
previous  criticism.  Whether  you  call  it  the  "new"  criticism, 
as  many  have,  or  "scientific  criticism,"  or  "working  criti- 
cism," or,  as  this  book  does,  "modern  criticism,"  its  only 
relation  to  the  great  criticism  of  the  past  seems  to  be  one 
of  descent.  Its  practitioners  are  not  more  brilliant  or  alert 
to  literature  than  their  predecessors;  in  fact  they  are  clearly 
less  so  than  giants  like  Aristotle  and  Coleridge,  but  they 
are  doing  something  radically  different  with  literature,  and 
they  are  getting  something  radically  different  from  litera- 
ture in  return.  What  modem  criticism  is  could  be  defined 
crudely  and  somewhat  inaccurately  as  the  organized  use  of 
non-literary  techniques  and  bodies  of  knowledge  to  obtain 
insights  into  literature.  The  tools  are  these  methods  or 
"techniques,"  the  nuggets  are  "insights,"  the  occupation  is 
mining,  digging,  or  just  plain  grubbing.  The  non-literary 
techniques  are  things  like  psychoanalytic  associations  or 
semantic  translations,  the  non-literary  bodies  of  knowledge 
range  from  the  ritual  patterns  of  primitives  to  the  nature 
of  capitalist  society.  And  all  of  these  result  in  a  kind  of 
close  reading  and  detailed  attention  to  the  text  that  can 
only  be  understood  on  the  analogy  of  microscopic  analysis. 
The  key  word  of  this  definition  is  "organized."  Tradi- 
tional criticism  used  most  of  these  techniques  and  disci- 
plines, but  in  a  spasmodic  and  haphazard  fashion.  The 
relevant  sciences  were  not  developed  enough  to  be  used 
methodically  and  not  informed  enough  to  have  much  to 
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contribute.  The  bodies  of  knowledge  of  most  usefulness  to 
criticism  are  the  social  sciences,  which  study  man  func- 
tioning in  the  group  (since  literature  is,  after  all,  one  of 
man's  social  functions),  rather  than  the  physical  or  bio- 
logical sciences  (since  literature  is  not  a  function  of  the 
human  structure  in  the  sense  that  walking  or  eating  is,  but 
a  part  of  the  cultural  or  societal  accretion).  Although 
Aristotle  clearly  aimed  to  turn  what  we  now  call  the  social 
sciences  on  drama  and  poetry,  to  study  them  in  terms  of 
what  he  knew  of  the  human  mind,  the  nature  of  society, 
and  primitive  survivals,  he  had  few  data  to  apply  beyond 
his  own  empiric  observations,  brilliant  as  they  are,  and 
unverified  traditions.  The  miracle  Aristotle  performed,  the 
essential  rightness  of  his  criticism,  based  almost  entirely 
on  private  observation  and  keen  sensibility,  is  a  triumph 
of  critical  insight  hitting  largely  by  intuition  on  a  good 
deal  later  discovered  and  developed.  Even  by  Coleridge's 
time,  two  thousand  years  later,  not  much  more  was  known 
accurately  about  the  nature  of  the  human  mind  and  society 
than  Aristotle  knew. 

A  good  deal  of  criticism,  of  course,  is  contemporary 
without  being  modem  in  the  sense  defined  above;  that  is, 
it  makes  no  organized  critical  use  of  any  of  this  material 
(it  is  surprising,  however,  how  much  unconscious  use  it 
makes).  Although  such  criticism  has  a  place,  and  fre- 
quently an  important  one,  it  is  by  definition  another  kind 
of  thing  and  not  our  concern  here.  At  the  same  time,  be- 
sides its  special  functions  or  the  special  degree  to  which 
it  does  things  done  only  haphazardly  and  informally  be- 
fore, modem  criticism  does  a  number  of  things  that  criti- 
cism has  always  done:  interpreting  the  work,  relating  it 
to  a  literary  tradition,  evaluating  it,  and  so  on.  These  are 
relatively  permanent  features  of  any  criticism  (evaluation, 
we  might  note,  has  largely  atrophied  in  the  serious  criti- 
cism of  our  time),  but  even  where  a  modern  critic  tends 
to  specialize  in  one  of  these  niore  traditional  functions, 
he  does  so  along  with  other  less  traditional  things,  or  in 
a  fashion  profoundly  modified  by  the  characteristic  devel- 
opments of  the  modern  mind. 

John  Crowe  Ransom,  who  has  been  chiefly  influential 
in  popularizing  the  term  "the  new  criticism"  with  his  book 
of  that  name,  insisting  on  its  qualitative  difference  from 
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earlier  criticism  (on  the  basis  of  the  modem  detailed  read- 
ing in  "the  structural  properties  of  poetry"),  has  claimed 
that  ours  is  an  age  of  more  than  usual  critical  distinction, 
and  that  in  depth  and  precision  contemporary  critical  writ- 
ing is  "beyond  all  earlier  criticism  in  our  language."  There 
is,  I  think,  little  doubt  of  this,  but  we  cannot  flatter  our- 
selves that  the  superiority  lies  in  the  caliber  of  our  critics 
as  opposed  to  their  predecessors.  Clearly,  it  lies  in  their 
methods.  Modern  criticism  has  vast  organized  bodies  of 
knowledge  about  human  behavior  at  its  disposal,  and  new 
and  fruitful  techniques  in  its  bag  of  tricks.  To  the  extent 
that  some  of  this  can  be  consolidated  and  the  erratic, 
sometimes  unbalanced  and  incomplete,  if  brilliant  work  of 
a  number  of  isolated  critics  co-ordinated  and  integrated, 
vistas  for  the  immediate  future  of  criticism  should  be  even 
greater,  and  a  body  of  serious  literary  analysis  turned  out 
in  English  of  a  quality  to  distinguish  our  age. 

Among  the  methods  and  disciplines  that  have  been  es- 
tablished as  useful  for  literary  criticism,  the  social  sciences 
come  to  mind  first,  a  reservoir  so  vast  that  it  has  hardly 
yet  been  tapped.  From  psychoanalysis  critics  have  bor- 
rowed the  basic  assumptions  of  the  operations  of  the  sub- 
conscious mind,  demonstrating  its  deeper  "wishes"  through 
associations  and  "clusters"  of  images;  the  basic  mecha- 
nisms of  dream-distortion,  such  as  condensation,  displace- 
ment, and  splitting,  which  are  also  the  basic  mechanisms 
of  poetic-formation;  the  Jungian  concept  of  archetypes, 
and  much  else.  They  have  taken  the  concept  of  "configu- 
rations" from  the  gestaltists;  basic  experimental  data  about 
animal  and  child  behavior  from  the  laboratory  psycholo- 
gists; information  about  the  pathological  expressions  of  the 
human  mind  from  the  clinical  psychologists;  discoveries 
about  the  behavior  of  man  in  groups  and  social  patterns 
from  the  social  psychologists;  and  a  great  deal  more,  from 
Jaensch's  "eidetic  images"  and  similar  purely  subjective 
material  to  the  most  objective  physical  and  chemical  data 
reported  by  neurological  and  endocrinological  psycholo- 
gies. From  competing  sociologies  criticism  has  borrowed 
theories  and  data  regarding  the  nature  of  society,  social 
change,  and  social  conflicts,  and  their  relation  to  literature 
and  other  cultural  phenomena;  and  from  anthropological 
schools,  theories  and  data  regarding  primitive  societies  and 
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social  behavior,  from  the  sweeping  evolutionary  generali- 
zations of  theorists  like  Tylor  to  the  meticulously  observed 
detail  of  the  Boas  school.  An  offshoot  of  anthropology,  the 
field  of  folklore,  has  also  been  of  particular  fruitfulness 
to  criticism  as  a  source  of  information  about  the  tradi- 
tional popular  rituals,  tales,  and  beliefs  that  underiie  the 
patterns  and  themes  of  both  folk  art  and  sophisticated  art. 

In  addition  to  the  social  sciences,  a  number  of  other 
modern  disciplines  have  been  very  fruitful,  or  are  poten- 
tially so.  Literary  scholarship,  although  hardly  a  new  field, 
has  by  our  century  accumulated  so  great  a  body  of  accu- 
rate information  and  so  exact  a  body  of  procedures  that 
with  the  addition  of  critical  imagination  it  has  been  made 
to  produce  a  type  of  scholarly  criticism  completely  "mod- 
em" in  the  sense  used  above.  The  traditional  scholarly 
areas  of  linguistics  and  philology,  with  the  addition  of  the 
modern  field  of  semantics,  have  opened  up  to  criticism 
enormous  vistas,  only  slightly  explored.  The  physical  and 
biological  sciences  have  provided  criticism  with  such  basic 
ingredients  as  the  experimental  method  itself,  as  well  as 
theories  of  great  metaphoric  usefulness,  like  "evolution" 
and  modern  physical  "relativity,"  "field,"  and  "indetermi- 
nacy" concepts.  Philosophy,  although  traditionally  con- 
cerned with  literature  only  in  the  guise  of  aesthetics,  has 
proved  of  use  to  criticism,  particularly  in  ethical  and  meta- 
physical formulations  with  which  it  can  confront  questions 
of  ultimate  value  and  belief;  and  a  number  of  critics  have 
even  turned  the  doctrines  and  insights  of  religion  and 
mysticism  on  literature.  Besides  these  bodies  of  theory  and 
knowledge,  modern  criticism  has  developed  a  number  of 
specialized  procedures  of  its  own  and  methodized  them, 
sometimes  on  the  analogy  of  scientific  procedure.  Such  are 
the  pursuit  of  biographical  information,  the  exploration  of 
ambiguities,  the  study  of  symbolic  action  and  communica- 
tion in  literary  works,  and  close  reading,  hard  work,  and 
detailed  exploration  of  texts  in  general. 

For  the  most  part  these  new  critical  techniques  and 
lines  of  investigation  depend  on  a  small  number  of  assump- 
tions that  are  basic  to  the  modern  mind  and  characteristic 
of  it,  assumptions  that  are  principally  the  contributions  of 
four  great  nineteenth-  and  early  twentieth-century  thinkers 
— ^Darwin,  Marx,  Frazer,  and  Freud.  A  few  of  those  key 
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assumptions,  relatively  new  to  literary  criticism  in  our  cen- 
tury, can  be  noted  here  at  random,  with  the  reservation 
that  probably  no  single  modern  critic  would  accept  them 
all.  From  Darwin,  the  view  of  man  as  part  of  the  natural 
order,  and  of  culture  as  an  evolutionary  development. 
From  Marx,  the  concept  of  literature  as  reflecting,  in  how- 
ever complex  and  indirect  a  fashion,  the  social  and  pro- 
ductive relations  of  its  time.  From  Freud,  the  concept  of 
literature  as  the  disguised  expression  and  fulfillment  of 
repressed  wishes,  on  the  analogy  of  dreams,  with  these  dis- 
guises operating  in  accord  with  known  principles;  and 
underlying  that,  the  even  more  basic  assumptions  of  men- 
tal levels  beneath  consciousness  and  some  conflict  between 
an  expressive  and  a  censorship  principle.  From  Frazer,  the 
view  of  primitive  magic,  myth,  and  ritual  underlying  the 
most  transcendent  literary  patterns  and  themes.  Other 
basic  assumptions  would  include  Dewey's  doctrine  of  "con- 
tinuity," the  view  that  the  reading  and  writing  of  literature 
are  forms  of  human  activity  comparable  to  any  other, 
answerable  to  the  same  laws  and  capable  of  being  studied 
by  the  same  objective  procedures;  the  behaviorist  addition 
that  literature  is  in  fact  a  man  writing  and  a  man  reading 
or  it  is  nothing;  and  the  rationalist  view  that  literature  is 
ultimately  analyzable.  Negatively  modern  criticism  is 
equally  distinguished  by  the  absence  of  the  two  principal 
assumptions  about  literature  in  the  past:  that  it  is  essen- 
tially a  type  of  moral  instruction,  and  that  it  is  essentially 
a  type  of  entertainment  or  amusement. 

Operating  on  these  assumptions,  modern  criticism  asks 
a  number  of  questions  that  have,  for  the  most  part,  not 
been  asked  of  literature  before.  What  is  the  significance 
of  the  work  in  relation  to  the  artist's  life,  his  childhood, 
his  family,  his  deepest  needs  and  desires?  What  is  its  rela- 
tion to  his  social  group,  his  class,  his  economic  livelihood, 
the  larger  pattern  of  his  society?  What  precisely  does  it  do 
for  him,  and  how?  What  does  it  do  for  the  reader,  and 
how?  What  is  the  connection  between  those  two  functions? 
What  is  the  relation  of  the  work  to  the  archetypal  primi- 
tive patterns  of  ritual,  to  the  inherited  corpus  of  literature, 
to  the  philosophic  world  views  of  its  time  and  of  all  time? 
What  is  the  organization  of  its  images,  its  diction,  its  larger 
formal  pattern?  What  are  the  ambiguous  possibilities  of 
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its  key  words,  and  how  much  of  its  content  consists  of 
meaningful  and  provable  statements?  Finally,  then,  mod- 
em criticism  can  get  to  the  older  questions:  what  are  the 
work's  intentions,  how  valid  are  they,  and  how  completely 
are  they  fulfilled;  what  are  its  meanings  (plural  rather 
than  singular);  and  how  good  or  bad  is  it  and  why? 

All  of  these,  obviously,  are  questions  asked  about  lit- 
erature, either  in  general  or  of  a  specific  work.  Neverthe- 
less, modem  criticism  for  the  most  part  no  longer  accepts 
its  traditional  status  as  an  adjunct  to  "creative"  or  "imagi- 
native" literature.  If  we  define  art  as  the  creation  of  mean- 
ingful and  pleasurable  patterns  of  experience,  or  the  ma- 
nipulation of  human  experience  into  meaningful  and 
pleasurable  patterns,  a  definition  that  would  probably  get 
some  degree  of  general  acceptance,  it  is  obvious  that  both 
imaginative  and  critical  writing  are  art  as  defined.  Imagi- 
native literature  organizes  its  experiences  out  of  life  at 
first  hand  (in  most  cases);  criticism  organizes  its  expe- 
riences out  of  imaginative  Hterature,  life  at  second  hand, 
or  once-removed.  Both  are,  if  you  wish,  kinds  of  poetry, 
and  one  is  precisely  as  independent  as  the  other,  or  as  de- 
pendent. "No  exponent  of  criticism  .  .  .  has,  I  presume, 
ever  made  the  preposterous  assumption  that  criticism  is  an 
autotelic  art,"  T.  S.  Eliot  wrote  in  1923,  in  "The  Function 
of  Criticism."  Whether  or  not  anyone  had  made  that  "pre- 
posterous assumption"  by  1923,  modem  criticism,  which 
began  more  or  less  formally  the  following  year  with  the 
publication  of  I.  A.  Richards's  Principles  of  Literary  Criti- 
cism, has  been  acting  on  it  since. 

As  R.  P.  Blackmur  has  pointed  out,  however,  criticism 
"is  a  self-sufficient  but  by  no  means  an  isolated  art,"  and 
in  actual  practice  modern  criticism  has  been  at  once  com- 
pletely autotelic  and  inextricably  tied  to  poetry.  That  is, 
like  any  criticism,  it  guides,  nourishes,  and  lives  off  art 
and  is  thus,  from  another  point  of  view,  a  handmaiden  to 
art,  parasitic  at  worst  and  symbiotic  at  best.  The  critic 
requires  works  of  art  for  his  raw  material,  subject,  and 
theme,  and  in  return  for  them  performs  such  invaluable 
secondary  functions  on  occasion  as  helping  the  reader  un- 
derstand and  appreciate  works  of  art;  helping  the  artist 
understand  and  evaluate  his  own  work;  and  helping  the 
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general  progress  and  development  of  art  by  popularizing, 
"placing,"  and  providing  standards.  The  critic  also,  in  spe- 
cial cases,  calls  up  a  generation  of  poets,  as  Emerson  or 
the  early  Van  Wyck  Brooks  did;  assigns  subjects  for  writ- 
ers as  Gorky  or  Bernard  DeVoto  do;  changes  the  course 
of  art  or  attempts  to,  with  Tolstoy  and  the  moralists  in 
the  latter  category,  and  Boileau  and  perhaps  the  romantic 
critics  in  England  in  the  former;  or  even  furnishes  the 
artist  (sometimes  himself)  with  specific  themes,  tech- 
niques, and  usable  formulations,  as  do  a  number  of  con- 
temporary critics  of  poetry. 

In  one  direction  literary  criticism  is  bounded  by  review- 
ing, in  the  other  by  aesthetics.  The  reviewer,  more  or  less, 
is  interested  in  books  as  commodities;  the  critic  in  books 
as  literature  or,  in  modem  terms,  as  literary  action  or  be- 
havior; the  aesthetician  in  literature  in  the  abstract,  not  in 
specific  books  at  all.  These  are  thus  functional  rather  than 
formal  categories,  and  they  are  constantly  shifting,  so  that 
the  reviewer  who  ignores  the  commodity  aspects  of  the 
book  under  discussion  to  treat  of  its  significance  as  a  work 
of  literature  becomes,  for  that  review  at  least,  a  critic; 
the  critic  who  generalizes  about  the  abstract  nature  of  art 
or  the  beautiful  becomes,  temporarily,  an  aesthetician;  and 
the  aesthetician  who  criticizes  specific  works  of  literature 
in  terms  of  their  unique  properties  is  at  that  time  a  critic. 
One  of  the  most  remarkable  features  of  our  time  is  the 
number  of  ostensible  critics,  like  Henry  Seidel  Canby  or 
the  brothers  Van  Doren,  who  on  examination  turn  out  to 
be  disguised  reviewers. 

Another  feature  of  contemporary  criticism  worth  re- 
marking is  that  each  critic  tends  to  have  a  master  meta- 
phor or  series  of  metaphors  in  terms  of  which  he  sees  the 
critical  function,  and  that  this  metaphor  then  shapes,  in- 
forms, and  sometimes  limits  his  work.  Thus  for  R.  P. 
Blackmur  the  critic  is  a  kind  of  magical  surgeon,  who 
operates  without  ever  cutting  living  tissue;  for  George 
Saintsbury  he  is  a  winebibber;  for  Constance  Rourke  he 
is  a  manure-spreader,  fertilizing  the  ground  for  a  good 
crop;  for  Waldo  Frank  he  is  an  obstetrician,  bringing  new 
life  to  birth;  for  Kenneth  Burke,  after  a  number  of  other 
images,  he  has  emerged  as  a  wealthy  impresario,  staging 
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dramatic  performances  of  any  work  that  catches  his  fancy; 
for  Ezra  Pound  he  is  a  patient  man  showing  a  friend 
through  his  library;  and  so  forth. 

The  methods  and  techniques  of  modern  criticism  noted 
above  filter  through  these  master  metaphors  and  also  filter 
through  something  even  more  intangible,  the  critic's  per- 
sonal apparatus  of  intelligence,  knowledge,  skill,  sensibil- 
ity, and  ability  to  write.  No  method,  however  ingenious, 
is  foolproof,  and  almost  every  technique  of  modern  criti- 
cism is  used  brilliantly  by  brilliant  critics  and  poorly  by 
stupid,  ignorant,  incompetent,  or  dull  ones  (as  the  suc- 
ceeding chapters  of  this  book  will  attempt  to  demonstrate). 
On  the  other  hand,  a  good  man  possessed  of  the  critic's 
virtues  may  operate  well  or  brilliantly,  today  as  at  any 
time,  with  no  method  but  the  application  of  his  own  intel- 
ligence and  sensibiHty.  He  would  not  be  a  modern  critic 
in  our  sense  of  the  term,  however,  and  is  not  our  concern 
here.  Any  critic,  no  matter  what  his  method,  needs  the 
intelligence  to  adapt  it  specifically  to  the  work  with  which 
he  is  dealing;  the  knowledge,  both  literary  and  otherwise, 
to  be  aware  of  the  implications  of  what  he  is  doing;  the 
skill  to  keep  from  being  picked  up  and  carried  away  by 
his  method  to  one  or  another  barren  and  mechanical 
monism;  the  sensibility  to  remain  constantly  aware  of  the 
special  values  of  the  work  he  is  criticizing  as  a  unique 
aesthetic  experience;  and  the  literary  ability  to  express 
what  he  has  to  say.  There  is  no  test  for  these  personal 
characteristics.  Even  Shakespeare,  the  traditional  touch- 
stone, is  not  much  help:  the  two  men  who  have  most 
distinguished  themselves  in  contemporary  criticism  by  dis- 
respect for  Shakespeare  have  been  Waldo  Frank,  a  profes- 
sional exhorter  to  piety  only  slightly  concerned  with  lit- 
erature of  any  sort,  and  John  Crowe  Ranson,  one  of  the 
subtlest  and  most  acute  critical  minds  of  our  day.  In  the 
last  analysis,  these  personal  capacities  are  incalculable, 
and  in  a  discussion  of  critical  method  objectified  and  ab- 
stracted from  the  living  critic  they  can  only  be  presumed 
or,  more  honestly,  prayed  for. 

One  of  the  principal  implications  of  modem  criticism  is 
its  development  toward  a  science.  In  the  foreseeable  fu- 
ture, literary  criticism  will  not  become  a  science  (we  may 
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be  either  resigned  to  this  or  grateful  for  it),  but  increas- 
ingly we  can  expect  it  to  move  in  a  scientific  direction; 
that  is,  toward  a  formal  methodology  and  system  of  pro- 
cedures that  can  be  objectively  transmitted.  As  an  experi- 
ment can  be  copied  and  checked  from  the  report,  at  any 
time  and  place  by  anyone  capable  of  the  necessary  manip- 
ulations, so  will  critical  procedures  be  capable  of  repeti- 
tion by  anyone  with  the  requisite  interest  and  ability.  The 
private  sensibility  is  unique  with  the  critic  and  dies  with 
him;  his  methods  will  increasingly  be  capable  of  objective 
transmission.  The  reproducer,  it  goes  without  saying,  will 
need  a  sensibility  and  other  qualifications  roughly  compa- 
rable to  the  originator's,  in  a  sense  that  has  not  been  true 
of  physical  science  since  the  beginnings  of  the  experimental 
method.  (That  is,  a  fool  and  a  boor,  granted  elementary 
competence,  by  repeating  Boyle's  experiments  will  get  the 
same  results  that  Boyle  did.)  Furthermore,  no  matter  to 
what  extent  the  method  of  critical  analysis  becomes  a  body 
of  objective  procedures,  with  the  words  "evaluation"  or 
"appreciation"  the  critic  will  always  be  entering  a  purely 
subjective  area:  whether  the  good  man's  reasonable  super- 
structure built  on  objective  analysis  or  the  bad  man's  inde- 
fensible whim  or  whimsy. 

The  other  principal  implication  of  modem  criticism  is 
its  development  in  the  direction  of  a  democratic  criticism, 
Edmund  Burke's  hopeful  doctrine  of  "every  man  his  own 
critic."  Burke  writes  in  his  essay  on  The  Sublime  and 
Beautiful:  "The  true  standard  of  the  arts  is  in  every  man's 
power;  and  an  easy  observation  of  the  most  common, 
sometimes  of  the  meanest  things,  in  nature  will  give  the 
•truest  lights,  where  the  greatest  sagacity  and  industry  that 
slights  such  observation  must  leave  us  in  the  dark,  or,  what 
is  worse,  amuse  and  mislead  us  by  false  lights."  This  is, 
piously,  the  view  that  the  unaided  powers  of  any  man 
make  him  a  critic.  The  directly  contrary  view  is  Francis 
Bacon's  in  Novum  Organum,  that  the  adoption  of  his 
method  would  equalize  all  minds,  as  a  compass  or  a  rule 
equalizes  all  hands.  Somewhere  between  the  two  lie  the 
democratic  possibilities  for  modern  criticism:  by  extending 
method,  more  men  can  be  capable  critics,  in  most  cases 
not  professionally,  but  in  their  private  reading  and  their 
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lives.  And  the  vested  interests  that  possibility  menaces 
are  much  bigger  game  than  the  priesthood  of  literary  criti- 
cism. 


//.  Its  Ancestry 

Modern  literary  criticism,  we  might  say,  begins  with  Plato 
and  is  continued  and  extended  by  Aristotle.  Actually,  of 
course,  they  were  its  great  forerunners,  anticipating,  as 
they  anticipated  so  many  things,  much  of  contemporary 
critical  practice.  Plato  turned  his  dialectical  philosophic 
method,  as  expounded  in  Books  V  and  VII  of  The  Re- 
public, on  poetry,  as  well  as  psychological  and  social 
assumptions  about  its  origin  and  functions.  If  his  conclu- 
sion was  to  reject  it  philosophically  as  too  far  removed 
from  the  true  Platonic  reality,  and  socio-psychologically  as 
harmful  to  the  good  society,  his  method  was  nevertheless 
the  modem  method  of  bringing  to  bear  on  it  all  the 
organized  knowledge  he  had.  In  Aristotle's  case  there  has 
been  a  recent  effort,  by  the  neo-Aristotelian  school  of 
criticism  at  the  University  of  Chicago,  to  insist  that  he 
applied  no  deductive  knowledge  or  principles  whatsoever 
to  poetry,  but  merely  examined  poems  inductively  as  for- 
mal organizations  unique  in  themselves.  This  view  has 
been  demolished  by,  among  others,  John  Crowe  Ransom 
(in  "The  Bases  of  Criticism,"  in  the  Sewanee  Review, 
Autumn  1944)  and  Kenneth  Burke  (in  "The  Problem  of 
the  Intrinsic,"  reprinted  as  an  appendix  to  A  Grammar  of 
Motives).  Burke  in  addition  demonstrated  that  not  only 
was  Aristotle  thoroughly  "Platonic"  in  his  practice,  but 
that  so  are  the  neo-Aristotelians,  surreptitiously,  precisely 
at  their  most  successful.  It  takes  no  more  than  a  reading 
of  the  Poetics  to  establish  that,  although  Aristotle  worked 
as  inductively  and  close  to  the  specific  text  as  the  neo- 
Aristotelians  would  have  him,  at  the  same  time  he  con- 
tinued much  of  Plato's  approach,  deepening  Plato's  charge 
of  mimesis  or  imitation  to  give  poetry  philosophic  validity, 
and  substituting  a  sounder  socio-psychological  concept, 
catharsis,  for  Plato's  inadequate  concept  of  poetic  function 
as  harmful  stimulation  of  the  passions.  In  addition  to  ana- 
lyzing poetry  by  means  of  these  remarkably  explicit  philo- 
sophic,   social,    and   psychological   a   priori   assumptions, 
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Aristotle  also  turned  on  it  an  embryonic  anthropology, 
traditions  of  the  primitive  origins  of  Greek  drama,  that 
has  turned  out  to  be  surprisingly  accurate  to  later  anthro- 
pological, archaeological,  and  philological  research  (de- 
spite such  inevitable  flaws  as  his  concept  of  the  choric 
song  as  a  mere  "embellishment"  to  tragedy) .  Aristotle  thus 
anticipated  the  chief  features  and  techniques  of  the  lit- 
erary criticism  we  have  come  to  call  "modern." 

Later  classical  and  medieval  critics  continued  one  or 
another  of  these  modern  strains,  from  Aristarchus  and  the 
scholiasts  in  the  second  century  before  Christ,  writing  an 
embryonic  social  criticism,  to  Dante,  Petrarch,  and  Boc- 
caccio in  the  fourteenth  century,  furnishing  allegorical  in- 
terpretations of  literature  very  close  to  what  we  would  now 
call  "symbolic"  readings.  The  modern  environmental  criti- 
cism of  literature  began  with  Vico's  New  Science  in  1725, 
which  includes  a  social  and  psychological  interpretation 
of  Homer;  it  developed  more  fully  (apparently  independ- 
ently of  Vico)  in  Montesquieu's  work,  particularly  The 
Spirit  of  Laws  in  1748.  After  this  Italian  and  French  ori- 
gin, the  movement  spread  principally  in  Germany  through 
the  latter  half  of  the  eighteenth  century,  shifting  its  focus 
from  history  and  law  to  literature  and  art.  In  the  work  of 
Winckelmann,  Lessing,  and  Herder  it  became  an  aspect  of 
burgeoning  German  nationalism.  Winckelmann  began  it 
in  1764  with  his  History  of  Ancient  Art,  which  studies 
Greek  plastic  art  in  terms  of  its  political,  social,  and  philo- 
sophic background;  Lessing  continued  it,  principally  in  his 
Laocoon  two  years  later,  with  particular  emphasis  on  the 
relativity  of  forms  in  historical  usage  and  the  importance 
of  Aristotle's  principles;  Herder  developed  the  environ- 
mentalist approach  still  further,  increasing  the  method's 
relativism  by  opposing  folk  art  and  Gothic  to  the  classic- 
worship  of  Winckelmann  and  Lessing,  extending  Vico's 
dynamic  historical  concepts  in  his  own  Philosophy  of  His- 
tory and  emphasizing  Montesquieu's  comparative  method 
in  all  the  fields  he  touched  (making  him  the  ancestor  of 
our  modem  fields  of  comparative  philology,  comparative 
religion  and  mythology,  and  comparative  literary  study). 

All  of  this  flowered  in  the  next  century  in  the  work  of 
the  first  really  great  modem  critic,  Coleridge,  in  England, 
and  in  a  substantial  school  in  France.  The  Biographia 
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Liter  aria,  published  in  1817,  is  almost  the  bible  of  modem 
criticism,  and  contemporary  critics  have  tended  to  see  it, 
with  Arthur  Symons,  as  "the  greatest  book  of  criticism  in 
English,"  and,  with  Herbert  Read,  as  "the  most  consid- 
erable." On  its  first  page  it  announces  the  manifesto  for 
modem  criticism:  the  application  of  Coleridge's  political, 
philosophic  (including  psychological),  and  religious  prin- 
ciples to  poetry  and  criticism.  The  Biographia  was  thus  a 
century  in  advance  of  its  time,  and  only  the  inadequacy 
of  the  knowledge  available  to  him  kept  Coleridge  from 
founding  modern  criticism  then  and  there.  He  is,  how- 
ever, with  the  exception  of  Aristotle,  certainly  its  most 
important  progenitor.  His  work  found  no  one  to  carry  it 
on,  unfortunately,  and  when  the  doctrines  of  environmen- 
talist criticism  reappeared  in  England,  in  H.  T.  Buckle's 
History  of  Civilization  in  England  in  1857,  they  were 
derived  not  from  Coleridge  but  from  his  German  prede- 
cessors and  his  French  successors. 

Meanwhile,  the  German  doctrine  of  literature  as  an 
expression  of  society  was  brought  to  France  by  Madame 
de  Stael  in  Literature  in  Relation  to  Social  Institutions 
(1800),  which  was  responsible  in  part  for  such  diverse 
progeny  as  the  rationalist  history  of  Guizot,  the  populist 
history  of  Michelet,  and  the  skeptical  history  of  Renan, 
as  well  as  for  the  biographical  literary  criticism  of  Sainte- 
Beuve  and  the  sociological  literary  criticism  of  Taine. 
Sainte-Beuve  was  the  point  at  which  the  whole  earlier 
tradition  split  in  two.  On  the  one  hand,  he  saw  criticism 
as  a  social  science,  "the  natural  history  of  literature,"  with 
a  methodical  procedure  that  studies  the  author,  in  the 
words  of  MacClintock  in  Sainte-Beuve' s  Critical  Theory, 
in  relation  to  "his  race,  his  native  country,  his  epoch,  his 
family,  his  education  and  early  environment,  his  group  of 
associates,  his  first  success,  his  first  moment  of  disintegra- 
tion, his  peculiarities  of  body  and  mind,  especially  his 
weaknesses,"  and  much  else.  This  is  the  tradition  that 
continues  in  Taine,  Brandes,  Brunetiere.  On  the  other 
hand,  Sainte-Beuve  insists,  in  his  criticism  of  Taine,  in 
"M.  Taine's  History  of  English  Literature,"  that  the  critic 
must  also  "continue  to  respect  and  inhale  the  scent  of 
that  sober,  deUcately  perfumed  flower  which  is  Pope's, 
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Boileau's,  Fontanes'."  This  second  tradition  has  been  con- 
tinued in  the  line  through  Arnold,  Babbitt,  and  Eliot, 
equally  indebted  to  him.  Sainte-Beuve  defines  the  combina- 
tion of  the  two  schools  as  the  formula  for  the  perfect 
critic,  but  admits  that  the  hope  of  this  reconciliation  in 
one  man  is  "an  impossibility,"  "a  dream." 

Taine  himself  claimed  the  historical  imagination  of 
Lessing  and  Michelet  as  part  of  his  ancestry,  and  in  the 
incidental  literary  analyses  in  the  latter's  History  of 
France,  some  of  them  sharp  class-anglings  (like  the  read- 
ing of  Manon  Lescaut  as  an  expression  of  the  small  landed 
gentry  before  the  Revolution),  the  resemblance  to  Taine 
is  obviously  more  than  a  matter  of  historical  imagination. 
At  the  same  time  Taine's  three  principal  criteria  for  criti- 
cism— race,  moment,  milieu — had  all  been  anticipated  by 
Sainte-Beuve,  who  got  them  from  Hegel's  Zeit,  Volke, 
Umgebung,  which  were  in  turn  derived  from  Herder. 
Taine  thus  brought  to  a  focus  most  of  the  earlier  tenden- 
cies toward  a  scientific  criticism,  and  his  work  logically 
enough  became  the  target  for  all  attacks  on  these  tenden- 
cies. The  Goncourts,  for  example,  wrote  very  supercili- 
ously on  meeting  him:  "This  was  Taine,  the  incarnation 
in  flesh  and  blood  of  modern  criticism,  a  criticism  at  once 
very  learned,  very  ingenious,  and  very  often  erroneous 
beyond  imagining."  Perhaps  the  sharpest  and  most  percep- 
tive recognition  of  his  weaknesses  and  the  weaknesses  of 
a  good  deal  of  modem  criticism,  more  perceptive  than 
Sainte-Beuve's  strictures,  came  from  Flaubert,  who  wrote 
in  one  of  his  letters,  on  the  History  of  English  Literature: 

There  is  something  else  in  art  besides  the  milieu  in 
which  it  is  practiced  and  the  physiological  antecedents 
of  the  worker.  On  this  system  you  can  explain  the 
series,  the  group,  but  never  the  individuality,  the  spe- 
cial fact  that  makes  him  this  person  and  not  another. 
This  method  results  inevitably  in  leaving  talent  out  of 
consideration.  The  masterpiece  has  no  longer  any  sig- 
nificance except  as  a  historical  document.  It  is  the 
old  critical  method  of  La  Harpe  exactly  turned 
around.  People  used  to  believe  that  literature  was  an 
altogether  personal  thing  and  that  books  fell  out  of 
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the  sky  like  meteors.  Today  they  deny  that  the  will 
and  the  absolute  have  any  reality  at  all.  The  truth,  I 
believe,  lies  between  the  two  extremes. 

In  1869  Flaubert  wrote  to  George  Sand  on  the  subject  of 
critics:  "At  the  time  of  La  Harpe  they  were  grammarians; 
at  the  time  of  Sainte-Beuve  and  Taine  they  were  historians. 
When  will  they  be  artists — really  artists?" 

The  next  major  development  in  modem  criticism  came 
in  1912  and  the  years  immediately  following.  That  year 
Jane  Ellen  Harrison,  a  lecturer  in  classical  studies  at 
Newnham  College,  Cambridge,  published  Themis:  A  Study 
of  the  Social  Origins  of  Greek  Religion.  The  book  in- 
cludes "An  Excursus  on  the  Ritual  Forms  Preserved  in 
Greek  Tragedy"  by  Gilbert  Murray,  to  whom  the  book 
is  dedicated,  and  "A  Chapter  on  the  Origin  of  the  Olympic 
Games"  by  F.  M.  Comford,  one  of  Miss  Harrison's  col- 
leagues at  Cambridge.  Although  most  of  it  is  Miss  Harri- 
son's independent  work,  Themis  thus  constituted  a  kind  of 
collective  manifesto  of  what  is  known  as  the  Cambridge 
school  of  classical  scholarship,  which  completely  revolu- 
tionized the  study  of  Greek  art  and  thought  by  turning  on 
it  the  knowledge  and  theories  of  comparative  anthropol- 
ogy. In  addition  to  printing  and  using  Murray  and  Corn- 
ford,  Miss  Harrison  drew  heavily  on  unpublished  work  by 
another  colleague,  A.  B.  Cook,  and  by  others.  Shortly 
afterwards,  the  same  year,  Cornford  published  From  Re- 
ligion to  Philosophy,  a  similar  anthropological  tracing  of 
the  ritual  origins  of  Greek  philosophic  thought.  ^  In  1913 
Murray  published  Euripides  and  His  Age,  a  study  of  Eu- 
ripides and  his  drama  against  the  background  of  the  ritual 
origin  of  tragedy,  and  Miss  Harrison  published  Ancient 
Art  and  Ritual.  The  following  year  Cornford  published 
The  Origin  of  Attic  Comedy,  which  analyzes  Greek  com- 
edy in  the  same  terms,  and  Cook  published  the  first  vol- 
ume of  Zeus,  an  application  of  anthropological  material 
to  still  another  area.  Finally,  in  1920,  Miss  Jessie  Weston, 
with  great  success,  tried  the  method  of  the  Cambridge 
school  on  non-Greek  material  in  her  From  Ritual  to  Ro- 

^1912  was  a  watershed  year  for  more  than  this.  It  also  saw  the  pub- 
lication of  F.  C.  Prescott's  "Poetry  and  Dreams"  in  the  Journal 
of  Abnormal  Psychology,  the  first  detailed  and  authentic  application 
of  psychoanalysis  to  poetry  by  a  literary  man. 
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mance,  an  anthropological  exploration  of  the  origins  of 
the  grail  romances  in  ritual  terms  and  Bertha  Phillpotts 
did  a  similar  job  on  northern  epic  poetry  in  The  Elder 
Edda  and  Ancient  Scandinavian  Drama. 

Although  these  books,  for  all  practical  purposes,  are 
modern  literary  criticism,  as  the  work  of  scholars  writing 
in  fairly  specialized  fields  they  failed  to  attract  the  atten- 
tion of  literary  men  sufficiently  to  inaugurate  the  new 
movement.  In  America  in  1919  Conrad  Aiken  turned 
Freudian  and  other  psychologies  on  poetry  in  Scepticisms 
and  clearly  formulated  the  basic  assumption  of  modem 
criticism,  that  poetry  is  "a  natural,  organic  product,  with 
discoverable  functions,  clearly  open  to  analysis."  Like  the 
Cambridge  group,  however,  he  lacked  the  literary  influence 
to  set  criticism  following  out  his  assumption.  It  remained 
for  I.  A.  Richards's  Principles  of  Literary  Criticism  in 
1924  to  constitute  the  formal  beginnings  of  modem  criti- 
cism with  a  variant  of  the  same  statement:  that  aesthetic 
experiences  are  "not  in  the  least  a  new  and  different  kind 
of  thing"  from  other  human  experiences,  and  can  be 
studied  in  the  same  fashion.  It  was,  as  we  have  noted,  no 
new  doctrine  (not  only  had  Aiken  specifically  anticipated 
it  five  years  before,  but  John  Dewey  had  stated  substan- 
tially the  same  thing  as  his  doctrine  of  the  "continuity" 
of  experience  as  early  as  his  Studies  in  Logical  Theory  in 
1903,  and  Aristotle  had  clearly  operated  on  that  assump- 
tion), but  this  time  it  was  supported  by  the  tremendous 
prestige  of  Ogden  and  Richards's  The  Meaning  of  Mean- 
ing, published  the  year  before,  it  carried  general  convic- 
tion, and  it  bore  fruit  in  a  quarter  of  a  century  of  modem 
literary  criticism. 

The  battle,  of  course,  is  not  yet  won.  The  past  century 
has  seen  critic  after  critic  quarrel  with  every  assumption 
or  method  of  modern  criticism,  including  every  type  of 
knowledge  that  might  be  brought  to  bear  on  literature,  and 
even  the  basic  assumption  of  continuity.  At  one  end  of  the 
scale  these  attacks  are  the  simple  pettishness  of  James 
Russell  Lowell  in  a  review  of  Longfellow,  mocking  the 
modem  critical  view  that  "the  form  of  an  author's  work 
is  entirely  determined  by  the  shape  of  his  skull,  and  that 
in  turn  by  the  peculiar  configuration  of  his  native  terri- 
tory," and  Ludwig  Lewisohn,  in  his  Preface  to  Rank's  Art 
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and  the  Artist,  dismissing  all  modern  criticism  since  Taine 
offhand  for  leaving  Hamlet  out  of  the  play.  At  the  other 
end  of  the  scale  they  include  the  reasoned  skepticism  of 
Chekhov,  writing  to  Suvorin  in  November  1888,  noting 
the  amount  of  "rubbish"  by  "blockheads"  that  scientific 
criticism,  working  from  irreproachable  principles,  has  pro- 
duced; or  of  Anatole  France,  in  a  criticism  of  Brunetiere 
in  La  Vie  litteraire,  proposing  the  same  balance  and  reser- 
vations Sainte-Beuve  had  earlier  proposed: 

As  a  matter  of  pure  theory  a  critical  method  is  con- 
ceivable that,  proceeding  from  science,  might  share 
the  latter's  certainty.  .  .  .  All  things  in  the  universe 
are  inextricably  intertwined.  In  reality,  however,  the 
links  of  the  chain  are,  in  any  given  spot,  so  jumbled 
that  the  devil  himself  could  not  disentangle  them, 
even  if  he  were  a  logician.  .  .  .  One  cannot  foresee 
today,  whatever  one  may  say,  a  time  when  criticism 
will  have  the  rigorousness  of  a  positive  science.  One 
may  even  believe,  reasonably  enough,  that  that  time 
will  never  come.  Nevertheless  the  great  philosophers 
of  antiquity  crowned  their  cosmic  systems  with  a 
poetics.  And  they  did  wisely.  For  it  is  better  to  speak 
of  beautiful  thoughts  and  forms  with  incertitude  than 
to  be  forever  silent.  Few  things  in  the  world  are  so 
absolutely  subject  to  science  that  they  will  let  science 
reproduce  or  predict  them.  And  one  may  be  sure  that 
a  poem  or  a  poet  will  never  be  among  those  few.  .  .  . 
If  these  things  sustain  a  relation  to  science,  it  is  to 
one  that  is  blended  with  art,  that  is  intuitive,  restless, 
forever  unfinished.  That  science  or,  rather,  that  art 
exists.  It  is  philosophy,  ethics,  history,  criticism — in 
a  word,  the  whole  beautiful  romance  of  man. 

A  number  of  critics  have  found  themselves  sharply  split 
on  the  matter.  Thus  John  Middleton  Murry,  in  The  Prob- 
lem of  Style,  attacks  "the  fantastic  dream"  that  criticism 
"might  be  reduced  to  the  firm  precision  of  a  science,"  and 
"the  vain  hope"  of  giving  its  language  "a  constant  and 
invariable  significance,"  but  later  in  the  same  book  pro- 
poses an  equally  scientific  (or  mechanistic)  social  and 
economic  criticism,  including  a  one-to-one  correlation  be- 
tween  economic   and   social  conditions   and   artistic   and 
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literary  forms,  and  even  An  Economic  History  of  English 
Literature.  Allen  Tate,  an  outstanding  product  of  the  as- 
sumptions of  modem  criticism  and  practicer  of  its  meth- 
ods, in  Reason  in  Madness  attacks  the  social  sciences  as 
the  fundamental  menace,  as  well  as  modern  criticism  it- 
self, which  he  calls  "the  historical  method,"  and  in  which 
he  lumps,  along  with  history,  the  use  of  the  physical,  bio- 
logical, social,  and  political  sciences  in  criticism.  Similarly, 
John  Crowe  Ransom  has  at  one  time  or  another  attacked 
the  use  of  science  in  criticism,  been  violently  opposed  to 
social  sciences  Uke  anthropology,  and  announced  that  he 
does  not  share  Max  Eastman's  "sanguine  expectations"  for 
psychology,  while  himself  drawing  brilliantly  on  all  three 
in  his  own  criticism. 

Probably  more  damaging  to  modern  criticism  than  the 
attacks  by  good  men  and  the  ambivalence  in  some  of  its 
practitioners  has  been  its  enthusiastic  defense  by  men 
whose  own  practice  ranges  from  weak  to  execrable.  Thus 
Louis  MacNeice,  in  Modern  Poetry,  announces  a  watered- 
down  form  of  Richards's  continuity  doctrine,  that  poetry 
is  a  normal  activity,  the  poet  being  "a  specialist  in  some- 
thing which  every  one  practices,"  but  then  fails  to  follow 
up  that  assumption  in  the  book  by  turning  any  knowledge 
whatsoever  on  poetry.  It  would  be  hard  to  find  two  more 
violent  enthusiasts  for  scientific  criticism  in  recent  times 
than  Max  Eastman,  writing  a  manifesto  in  The  Literary 
Mind  for  "a  department  of  science  which  will  have  litera- 
ture as  its  object  of  study,"  and  V.  F.  Calverton,  in  The 
New  Ground  of  Criticism,  eloquently  advocating  a  criti- 
cism that  will  synthesize  psychology,  sociology,  and  an- 
thropology— and  it  would  be  equally  hard  to  find  two 
worse  or  more  infuriating  critics  in  our  time.  A  compar- 
able mistrust  is  inspired  by  Henri  Peyre.  He  makes  the 
very  shrewd  statement  in  Writers  and  Their  Critics:  "Mod- 
ern criticism  is  still  groping  for  its  method  and  enthusias- 
tically experimenting  with  several  techniques.  It  has  not 
yet  outgrown  the  primitive  stage  in  which  physics  simi- 
larly fumbled  before  Bacon  and  Descartes,  chemistry  be- 
fore Lavoisier,  sociology  before  Auguste  Comte,  and  phys- 
iology before  Claude  Bernard."  Then  in  the  book  Peyre 
reserves  his  sharpest  attack  for  precisely  those  methods— 
of  social,  psychological,  textual,  and  other  analysis — and 
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precisely  those  critics — Richards,  Empson,  Burke,  and 
Blackmur — who  most  clearly  represent  the  attempt  of 
criticism  to  outgrow  the  primitive  stage  he  describes. 

At  the  same  time  modem  criticism  has  been  regularly 
under  attack  by  the  invested  enemy,  the  reviewers  and  the 
professional  obscurantists.  A  characteristic  illustration  of 
the  first,  worth  quoting  for  its  typicality,  is  a  review  by 
Orville  Prescott  that  appeared  in  the  New  York  Times, 
March  28,  1945.  The  book  under  discussion  is  Florence 
Becker  Lennon's  study  of  Lewis  Carroll,  Victoria  through 
the  Looking-Glass.  Prescott  writes: 

Miss  Lennon  has  performed  prodigies  of  research, 
but  in  spite  of  her  conscientious  labors  her  book  is 
disappointing  and  tedious.  The  enchanting  magic  of 
the  Alice  books  defies  analysis.  To  seek  its  source  in 
Freudian  probings  into  Carroll's  complexes  and  re- 
pressions is  as  fruitless  as  to  attempt  to  find  explana- 
tions for  a  butterfly's  flight  or  the  lightning's  choice 
of  a  target.  Genius  mysteriously  exists;  and  flowers 
into  enduring  treasures  as  inexplicably. 

That  Carroll  lived  a  blameless  bachelor  life  is  true; 
but  then  some  men  are  bachelors  from  choice  and 
quite  content  with  their  lot,  in  spite  of  Miss  Lennon's 
Freudian  suspicions.  That  Carroll  liked  the  company 
of  little  girls  better  than  that  of  boys  or  adults  is  also 
true,  and  rather  odd  of  him.  But  all  Miss  Lennon's 
solemn  pryings  into  his  psyche,  into  the  sexual  sym- 
bols of  his  books,  just  don't  seem  to  get  anywhere. 

.  .  .  But  Lewis  Carroll,  to  whom  "hardly  anything 
ever  happened,"  led  a  singularly  blank  life.  .  .  . 

But  Lewis  Carroll  led  a  life  without  exterior  con- 
flict of  any  kind,  and  with  few  inner  ones  (just  those 
vague  religious  hesitations) .  He  knew  neither  love  nor 
close  friendships.  He  was  a  good  man  and  a  good 
Christian.  He  tried  to  get  his  own  salary  reduced 
and  he  insisted  on  a  publishing  contract  that  insured 
that  he  himself  would  bear  any  possible  loss.  But  his 
life  was  dull  and  colorless.  .  .  . 

As  these  quotations  should  make  clear,  in  the  course  of 
attacking  Miss  Lennon's  psychoanalytic  study  Prescott 
gives  all  the  reasons  why  a  psychoanalytic  study  seems 
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very  much  to  the  point,  and  in  the  course  of  insisting  that 
Carroll's  life  was  uneventful  fills  it  full  of  the  most  re- 
markable events.  Like  many  contemporary  reviewers,  Pres- 
cott  attacks  modern  criticism  seemingly  not  so  much  out 
of  malice  as  out  of  simple  ignorance.  In  other  cases,  such 
as  J.  Donald  Adams's  weekly  column  in  the  Sunday  Times 
and  his  book  The  Shape  of  Books  to  Come,  malice  and 
a  kind  of  shrill  venom  are  added,  and  the  picture  clearly 
is  of  the  happily  superficial  reviewer  fighting  to  preserve 
his  status  and  investment  in  what  he  thinks  is  criticism 
against  a  mob  of  sans-culottes. 

The  attack  by  the  professional  obscurantists  is  a  more 
complicated  matter.  Perhaps  the  best  example  is  Mark 
Van  Doren,  whose  approach  to  criticism,  consistent  with 
his  St.  John's  College  approach  to  education,  is  opposed 
to  the  inroads  of  any  modern  knowledge  whatsoever.  In 
the  Preface  to  The  Private  Reader  Van  Doren  has  written 
the  most  complete  and  eloquent  attack  on  modern  criti- 
cism with  which  I  am  famiUar.  He  describes  it  as  "deserts 
of  ingenuity  and  plateaus  of  learning,"  reproaches  it  with 
"doing  all  it  can  to  arrest  the  lyric  in  its  flight,"  concludes 
that  "it  is  at  best  a  faulty  science  .  .  .  not  an  art."  To  it 
Van  Doren  opposes  a  pure  obscurantism:  "Arnold  was 
wrong  in  the  emphasis  he  placed  upon  ideas";  "We  do 
not  know  that  much  about  poetry,  and  we  never  shall"; 
"undiscussable,"  "the  mystery,"  and  so  on.  The  piece  is 
remarkable  for  its  tone  of  bitter  elegy,  beginning  on  a 
theme  of  exile  ("contemporary  criticism,  a  house  in  which 
I  no  longer  feel  at  home"),  rising  to  a  wail  of  keening 
("Our  literary  age  is  sick"),  and  ending  on  the  imagery 
of  self -extinction  ("My  only  ambition  as  a  critic  is  hence- 
forth to  be  one  of  those  nameless  strangers  with  whom 
writers  dream  that  they  communicate.  Poetry  itself  can  do 
with  silence  for  a  while").  The  final  comment  on  Van 
Doren's  slogan  of  "private  reading,"  the  bringing  of  noth- 
ing to  bear  on  literature  but  the  reader's  attention,  was 
made  accidentally  by  I.  A.  Richards.  He  writes  in  Inter- 
pretation in  Teaching: 

The  remedy,  I  suppose,  is  growth,  which  will  occur 
if  testing  occasions  enough  force  the  adolescent  sur- 
vivals of  the  child's  dream-world  habit  to  withdraw 
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into  their  proper  place.  Unluckily,  private  reading — 
when  it  is  only  a  partially  controlled  form  of  dream- 
ing— is  a  protection  from  such  tests.  It  too  often  be- 
comes a  romantic  preserve  for  mental  processes  which 
are  relatively  extinct  in  fully  waking  life. 

Contemporary  with  modem  criticism,  along  with  em- 
battled reviewers  and  obscurantists,  are  the  violently  con- 
troversial schools  of  aesthetic  and  philosophic  doctrine  that 
have  enlivened  the  literary  magazines  in  the  past:  impres- 
sionists and  expressionists,  neo-humanists  and  naturalists, 
classicists  and  romanticists,  positivists  and  anti-positivists, 
etc.  Their  current  successor  seems  to  be  the  largely  point- 
less quarrel  between  the  neo-Aristotelians  and  the  neo- 
Platonists  or  neo-Coleridgeans.  All  of  these  schools  and 
controversies  have  their  function,  but  it  tends  to  be  one 
of  debating  large  generalities  and  saying  little  so  far  as 
actual  method  is  concerned.  In  one  way  or  another  they 
are  all  contemporary  blind  alleys  for  the  man  really  con- 
cerned with  the  analysis  of  literature.  While  the  bricks 
are  flying  overhead,  the  serious  modern  critic  will  tend  to 
be  down  in  the  mine,  digging  away.  He  gets  his  hands 
dirtier,  but  he  may  also  turn  up  a  nugget  now  and  then. 


CHAPTER  1 


Yvor  Winters 

and  Evaluation  in  Criticism 


To  the  extent  that  the  evaluation  of  works  of  art  has  not 
become  an  extinct  critical  function  in  our  time,  credit  must 
be  largely  due  to  the  redoubtable  labors  of  Yvor  Winters, 
poet,  professor  of  English  at  Leland  Stanford  University, 
and  the  author  of  four  remarkable  volumes  of  literary 
criticism:  Primitivism  and  Decadence  (1937),  Maule's 
Curse  (1938),  The  Anatomy  of  Nonsense  (1943),  and 
Edwin  Arlington  Robinson  (1946).^  Winters  is  a  serious 
man,  and  in  some  respects  quite  a  useful  one,  and  it  is 
regrettable  that  to  a  generation  of  writers  younger  than 
himself  he  has  become  largely  a  comic  figure,  the  man  who 
thinks  that  Elizabeth  Daryush  is  our  foremost  living  poet 
and  that  Edith  Wharton  is  a  better  writer  than  Henry 
James.  Winters  has  made  these  statements,  and  others 
more  extreme,  but  he  is  our  foremost  and  perhaps  sole 
representative  of  a  vanishing  art,  Johnsonian  criticism,  and 
he  is  well  worth  careful  study. 

Winters  is  very  much  in  earnest  about  the  act  of  evalua- 
tion, which  he  sees  as  the  crowning  glory,  the  ultimate 
reason  for  being,  of  critical  analysis.  He  has  listed  in  detail 
the  processes,  culminating  in  evaluation,  that  constitute 
literary  criticism  as  he  sees  it.  He  writes: 

It  will  consist  (1)  of  the  statement  of  such  histori- 
cal or  biographical  knowledge  as  may  be  necessary  in 
order  to  understand  the  mind  and  method  of  the 
writer;  (2)  of  such  analysis  of  his  literary  theories 
as  we  may  need  to  understand  and  evaluate  what  he 

^The  first  three  of  these  were  republished,  somewhat  revised,  in 
one  volume  in  1947,  along  with  an  essay  on  Hart  Crane's  "The 
Bridge,"  as  In  Defense  of  Reason. 
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is  doing;  (3)  of  a  rational  critique  of  the  para- 
phrasable  content  (roughly,  the  motive)  of  the  poem; 
(4)  of  a  rational  critique  of  the  feeling  motivated — 
that  is,  of  the  details  of  style,  as  seen  in  language 
and  technique;  and  (5)  of  the  final  act  of  judgment, 
a  unique  act,  the  general  nature  of  which  can  be  in- 
dicated, but  which  cannot  be  communicated  precisely, 
since  it  consists  in  receiving  from  the  poet  his  own 
final  and  unique  judgment  of  his  matter  and  in  judg- 
ing that  judgment.  It  should  be  noted  that  the  purpose 
of  the  first  four  processes  is  to  limit  as  narrowly  as 
possible  the  region  in  which  the  final  unique  act  is  to 
occur.2 

For  "poem,"  of  course,  we  read  "any  work  of  art,"  and 
we  observe  that  inasmuch  as  art  itself  is  the  act  of  evaluat- 
ing experience  for  Winters,  he  sees  criticism  as  a  remark- 
ably complicated  double  judgment,  secondary  in  evaluating 
the  poet's  evaluation  of  his  experience  (the  "subject"  of 
the  poem)  and  primary  in  evaluating  the  critic's  own  ex- 
perience (the  poem  itself). 

To  this  difficult  and  subtle  task  Winters  brings  a  set  of 
persuasive  principles.  The  critic  should  display  "reasonable 
humility  and  caution"  in  evaluating,  and  even  at  that,  "it 
is  only  fair  to  add  that  few  men  possess  either  the  talent 
or  the  education  to  justify  their  being  taken  very  seriously, 
even  of  those  who  are  nominally  professional  students  of 
these  matters."  However,  "every  literary  critic  has  a  right 
to  a  good  many  errors  of  judgment."  Whether  or  not 
Winters  actually  displays  "reasonable  humility  and  cau- 
tion" in  evaluating,  and  whether  he  has  not,  as  he  charges 
against  Poe,  far  exceeded  his  generous  quota  of  errors,  are 
other  questions. 

Winters's  dogmatic  evaluations  are  most  striking  in  the 
case  of  the  half-dozen  writers  he  admires  almost  to  the 
point  of  worship.  One  of  those  is  Edith  Wharton.  He  has 
written  that  Mrs.  Wharton,  at  her  best,  is  nearly  the  per- 

'  We  might  note  that  Winters  himself  seldom  does  any  of  these 
fine  things,  in  most  cases  merely  announcing  the  evaluation  itself,  as 
a  flat  obiter  dictum,  with  no  evidence  for  it  given  and  in  terms  so 
semantically  meaningless  as  to  preclude  discussion.  This  failure  in 
practice  should  not,  however,  detract  from  the  relevance  of  his  state- 
ment of  intentions. 


and  Evaluation  in  Criticism  25 

feet  example  of  an  effectiveness  in  the  novel  that  Jane 
Austen,  Melville,  Hawthorne,  Henry  James,  Fielding,  and 
Defoe  can  only  exemplify  after  making  allowances  for 
"limitations  of  scope  and  defects  of  procedure."  In  terms 
of  the  celebrated  comparison  with  James,  he  believes  that 
Mrs.  Wharton  gives  a  greater  precision  to  her  moral  issues 
than  James  was  ever  able  to  achieve,  and  that  the  prose  of 
at  least  The  Age  of  Innocence  and  The  Valley  of  Decision 
is  certainly  superior  to  the  prose  of  James.  The  Age  of 
Innocence,  because  of  its  superior  prose  and  because  it 
"corrects  a  defect"  in  James's  conception  of  the  novel,  is 
undoubtedly  "the  finest  single  flower  of  the  Jamesian  art." 
Not  to  slight  The  Valley  of  Decision,  however,  it  also 
"might  be  defended  as  superior  to  any  single  work  by 
James." 

Perhaps  the  highest  praise  in  Winters's  vocabulary  has 
been  reserved  for  the  work  of  Robert  Bridges.  Bridges's 
poetry  is  superior  to  that  of  T.  S.  Eliot,  Hart  Crane,  Wil- 
liam Carlos  Williams,  Marianne  Moore,  and  practically 
every  other  modem  poet,  "incomparably"  superior  to  that  of 
Ezra  Pound,  and  superior  to  and  more  original  than  that  of 
Gerard  Manley  Hopkins  in  every  respect.  Moreover, 
Bridges  is  a  "more  civilized"  and  a  "saner"  man  than  any 
of  his  contemporaries.  To  bring  him  into  comparison  with 
his  equals,  he  has  written  a  number  of  poems  that  "will 
stand  the  most  scrutinizing  comparison  with  any  of  Shake- 
speare's sonnets,"  he  is  "probably  the  most  finished  and 
original  master  of  blank  verse  since  Milton,"  and  he  has 
written  at  least  two  fine  occasional  sonnets  that  "would 
cast  no  discredit  on  Milton"  and  a  formal  ode  "no  whit 
inferior"  to  Dryden's  "Ode  on  the  Death  of  Mistress  Anne 
Killigrew."  "It  seems  to  me  beyond  all  question,"  Winters 
writes,  "that  Bridges'  two  plays  on  Nero  are  the  greatest 
tragedy  since  The  Cenci  and  (if  we  except  that  furious  and 
appalling  composition,  Samson  Agonistes,  which,  though  a 
tragedy,  is  no  play)  are  quite  possibly  superior  to  any 
English  tragedy  outside  of  Shakespeare."  Furthermore, 
Winters  has  classified  Bridges's  poetry,  for  the  convenience 
of  lazy  readers,  into  "short  lyrics,  first  level"  (ten  poems), 
"short  lyrics,  second  level"  (twelve  poems),  "longer  lyrics 
at  a  slow  tempo,  first  level"  (three  poems),  "second  level" 
(one  poem),  plus  two  fine  epigrams,  two  admirable  di- 
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dactic  poems  of  some  length,  "of  which  the  second  is 
nearly  on  the  first  level,"  and  the  above-mentioned  two 
fine  occasional  sonnets  and  formal  ode. 

"The  nearest  rival  to  Bridges  since  Shelley,"  in  Winters's 
belief,  is  T.  Sturge  Moore.  Moore  has  written  poetry  "that 
has  been  equalled  by  not  more  than  two  or  three  living 
writers,  and  more  great  poetry  than  any  living  writer  has 
composed."  He  is  a  far  greater  poet  than  William  Butler 
Yeats  without  Yeats's  "talent  for  self-dramatization,"  and 
he  has  "revised  and  greatly  improved  two  of  the  most  con- 
fused poems  of  Gerard  M.  Hopkins."  ^  Moreover,  he  is  a 
"perfectly  lucid  mind,"  he  has  written  at  least  one  poem 
of  which  each  line  is  "a  masterpiece  in  itself,"  and  "he 
has  more  to  teach  us  of  our  present  literary  difficulties 
than  has  any  other  writer  of  our  century." 

To  conclude  Winters's  trinity,  "the  finest  British  poet 
since  T.  Sturge  Moore"  is  Mrs.  Elizabeth  Daryush,  who, 
as  Robert  Bridges's  daughter  raises  at  least  the  possibility 
that  the  quality  Winters  has  isolated  as  greatness  is  trans- 
missible genetically.  (It  is  worth  noting,  perhaps,  that 
1  had  never  heard  of  her  until  I  encountered  her  name  in 
Winters's  first  book,  and  have  never  seen  her  mentioned 
elsewhere  except  in  reference  to  Winters's  critical  opin- 
ions.) "She  is  one  of  the  few  great  poets  living,"  he  writes, 
and  to  clinch  the  argument,  with  the  comment  that  "the 
medium  could  not  be  used  with  greater  beauty  than  in  this 
poem,"  he  reprints  a  sonnet  of  hers  entitled  "Still-Life,"  of 

3  It  might  be  instructive  here  to  look  at  what  Sturge  Moore  did  to 
Hopkins.  Winters  is  referring  to  an  essay,  "Style  and  Beauty  in  Litera- 
ture," in  the  Criterion,  July  1930.  Moore  takes  the  opening  lines  of 
Hopkins's  "The  Leaden  Echo  and  the  Golden  Echo": 

How  to  k^ep — is  there  any  any,  is  there  none  such, 
nowhere  known  some,  bow  or  brooch  or  braid 
or  brace,  lace,  latch  or  catch  or  key  to  keep 
Back  beauty,  keep  it,  beauty,  beauty,  beauty,  .  .  . 
from  vanishing  away? 
and  rewrites  them  as: 

How  to  keep  beauty?  is  there  any  way? 
Is  there  nowhere  any  means  to  have  it  stay? 
Will  no  bow  or  brooch  or  braid, 
Brace  or  lace 
Latch  or  catch 

Or  key  to  lock  the  door  lend  aid 
Before  beauty  vanishes  away? 
Moore  explained  that  he  had  retained  most  of  Hopkins's  felicities  while 
discarding  "his  most  ludicrous  redundancies." 
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which  the  most  charitable  opinion  possible  is  that  it  is  a 
gentle,  rather  pedestrian  piece  of  rhymed  prose.* 

In  1946,  without  much  previous  warning.  Winters  added 
a  fourth  deity  to  his  trinity,  in  his  Edwin  Arlington  Robin- 
son, written  for  New  Directions's  Makers  of  Modern  Liter- 
ature series.  Robinson  is  a  "great  and  austere  poet,"  who 
has  written,  in  "The  Wandering  Jew,"  "one  of  the  great 
poems  not  only  of  our  time  but  of  our  language,"  "perhaps 
as  great  as  one  can  easily  find,"  as  well  as  ten  other  short 
poems  that  can  be  equaled  "in  the  work  of  only  four  or 
five  English  and  American  poets  of  the  past  century  and 
a  half";  one  long  poem,  Lancelot,  which  is  "one  of  the 
few  deeply  impressive  narrative  poems  written  in  English 
in  more  than  two  hundred  years";  and  some  poems  of 
medium  length,  of  which  two  "rank  among  the  greatest  of 
their  kind  in  English,"  two  others  are  simply  "great,"  two 
others  are  "successful,"  and  a  few  more  are  "memorable." 
In  general,  Robinson  is  "on  certain  occasions  one  of  the 
most  remarkable  poets  in  our  language,"  and  his  best  work 
ranks  with  the  greatest  work  of  Wordsworth,  Tennyson, 
Browning,  Hardy,  and  Bridges,  among  whom  Robinson 
"seems  at  moments  to  find  his  closest  relatives  and  quite 
possibly  his  closest  rivals  on  this  side  of  Milton  and  Dry- 
den;  and  his  position  in  relation  to  these  poets  is  not  that 
of  the  lowest." 

Where  a  new  reputation  for  an  obscure  or  inferior  poet 
cannot  be  stimulated  by  this  kind  of  pressure.  Winters  is 
perfectly  willing  to  pretend  that  one  already  exists,  as 
where  he  remarks  that  Adelaide  Crapsey  is  not  only  "cer- 
tainly an  immortal  poet,"  but  "has  long  been  one  of  the 
most  famous  poets  of  our  century." 

Probably  the  highest  single  point  of  Winters's  praise  for 
his  favorites,  however,  is  found  in  Post  Scriptum  V  of  The 
Anatomy  of  Nonsense,  where  he  lists  the  seventeen  Amer- 
ican poets  of  his  own  and  the  subsequent  generation  he 
chiefly  respects,  and  names  their  forty-eight  best  poems 
(two  of  them  modified  by  "perhaps").  His  own  name  is 
omitted,  as  is  that  of  his  wife,  Janet  Lewis  (he  explains  in 
a  footnote  that  although  he  believes  her  to  be  "one  of  the 

*  One  of  the  worst  features  of  Winters's  violent  dogmatism  is  that 
it  inevitably  provokes  an  equally  violent  counterdogmatism.  Mrs.  Dary- 
ush  would  probably  not  seem  as  bad  as  that,  encountered  elsewhere. 
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best  poets  of  her  generation,  as  well  as  one  of  the  best 
fictionists,"  he  endeavors,  "on  general  principles,  not  to 
discuss  her  work").  Nevertheless  almost  half  the  names  on 
the  list  are  of  his  friends,  disciples,  or  students;  almost  all 
the  generally  accepted  major  poets  of  our  day  are  omitted; 
and  the  choice  of  poems  seems  whimsical  or  worse.  All  in 
all,  the  list  is  one  of  the  most  curious  documents  of  con- 
temporary critical  writing.^ 

Winters  is  fully  as  dogmatic  in  evaluating  the  poets  he 
detests.  High  on  the  list  are  Eliot,  Yeats,  and  Ezra  Pound. 
Eliot  is  the  author  of  "purely  derivative  poetry,"  he  does 
everything  Pound  does  "with  less  skill,"  he  is  markedly 
inferior  to  William  Carlos  Williams,  among  others,  and  at 
least  one  passage  of  his,  from  "The  Hollow  Men,"  is  dis- 
missed with  the  charitable  sentence:  "There  are  few  at- 
tempts more  pathetic  than  this  in  modem  literature  to 
keep  on  going,  line  by  line,  in  spite  of  everything."  Pound 
is  simply  "a  barbarian  loose  in  a  museum."  Yeats  is  a  poet 
full  of  "melodramatic  emotionalism,"  and  in  another 
place,  with  no  great  straining  after  consistency,  a  poet  with 
sensibilities  so  chilled  as  to  be  benumbing.  All  three  of 
them,  naturally,  are  vastly  inferior  to  Bridges,  Sturge 
Moore,  and  Winters's  other  favorites. 

For  all  his  passion  and  dogmatism,  Winters's  opinions 
are  something  less  than  stable.  In  The  Anatomy  of  Non- 
sense, published  in  1943,  Winters  describes  Wallace  Stevens 
as  the  corruption  and  degradation  of  a  great  poetic  talent, 
a  man  who  had  written  nothing  first-rate  since  the  publi- 
cation of  Harmonium  in  1923.  Yet  in  Primitivism  and 
Decadence,  published  in  1937,  or  after  Stevens  had  been 
on  the  downgrade  for  fourteen  years,  according  to  Win- 
ters, Stevens  was  simply  "probably  the  greatest  poet  of  his 
generation,"  and  in  1939,  in  a  review.  Winters  predicted 
that  the  year  2000  would  see  Stevens  and  Williams  estab- 
lished as  the  "two  best  poets"  of  their  generation.  It  is 
interesting  to  compare  Winters's  literary  opinions  in  an 
early  essay,  "The  Extension  and  Reintegration  of  the  Hu- 

^This  sort  of  claque  operation  works  both  ways,  of  course.  Alan 
Swallow,  his  current  publisher,  has  identified  Winters  as  "the  greatest 
critic  of  the  recent  critical  renaissance,"  and  Lincoln  Fitzell,  one  of 
Winters's  seventeen  elect  poets,  has  called  him  "the  fine  poet  and 
critic,"  who,  "although  not  a  native  of  the  West,  likes  the  country  and 
at  least  some  of  the  people." 
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man  Spirit  through  the  Poetry  Mainly  French  and  Amer- 
ican since  Poe  and  Baudelaire,"  published  in  The  New 
American  Caravan  in  1929,  with  his  later  opinions,  pub- 
lished during  this  decade.  In  1929  Allen  Tate  was  "with- 
out the  skill"  of  Archibald  MacLeish,  the  novels  of 
Elizabeth  Madox  Roberts  ranked  above  those  of  Henry 
James,  a  chapter  of  Dr.  Williams's  In  the  American  Grain 
was  superior  "to  any  other  prose  of  our  time  and  most 
of  the  verse,"  the  trio  of  living  Americans  who  excited 
Winters  most  were  Williams,  Crane,  and  Tate  (unskilled  as 
he  was),  and  Lawrence  was  the  only  major  poet  in  Eng- 
land since  Hardy.  By  1943  Tate  was  "surely"  one  of  the 
major  talents  of  our  time,  MacLeish  "wears  thinner  and 
thinner  with  time,"  Williams  and  Crane  were  victims  of 
the  "Whitmanian  fallacy"  of  national  expression,  pan- 
theism, and  so  forth,  and  Lawrence  is  nowhere  mentioned, 
having  been  succeeded  by  Bridges,  Moore,  and  Mrs. 
Daryush.  Miss  Roberts's  novels  also  go  unmentioned.  Win- 
ters having  killed  them  off  as  early  as  1933  with  the  charge 
of  "mannerism." 

Winters  tends  to  make  his  obiter  dicta  in  extreme  detail, 
isolating  one  poem  or  even  a  few  lines  for  special  evalua- 
tion. Wallace  Stevens  may  be  afflicted  with  a  "hedonist 
degeneracy,"  for  example,  but  his  "Sunday  Morning"  is 
"probably  the  greatest  American  poem  of  the  twentieth 
century  and  is  certainly  one  of  the  greatest  contemplative 
poems  in  English";  Tate's  "Shadow  and  Shade"  and  "The 
Cross"  are  "two  of  the  great  lyrics  of  our  time";  and 
Herrick's  "Gather  Ye  Rosebuds"  is  "clearly  superior"  to 
Marvell's  "To  His  Coy  Mistress."  The  passage  of  nine  lines 
in  Eliot's  "Gerontion"  beginning:  "I  that  was  near  your 
heart  was  removed  therefrom"  is  Eliot's  "one  passage  of 
major  poetry";  a  poem  of  Robinson  Jeffers's  has  no  quot- 
able lines  "save  perhaps  three,"  and  those  "heavy  with 
dross";  and  a  poem  by  Bridges  is  described  as  having  all 
its  power  concentrated  in  the  middle  paragraph  {sic), 
while  another  by  Williams  is  chiefly  carried  by  eight  good 
lines.  A  poem  by  Robinson  has  six  stanzas  that  "show  less 
strength"  than  seven  others,  and  another  is  turned  into 
"perfect  tragedy"  by  two  fine  lines. 

Winters's  comparative  evaluations,  like  Eliot's,  have  the 
capacity  for  cutting  across  barriers  of  time  as  well  as  wide 
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differences  of  type  in  the  quest  for  similarity.  "My  ov  n 
preference  for  Pope  and  Blake  remains  unshakable,"  he 
writes  typically.  Winters's  pose  is  that  of  a  mind  flashing 
across  the  whole  corpus  of  poetry  in  English  in  the  search 
for  a  comparison,  and  he  is  perfectly  capable,  in  one  pas- 
sage, of  placing  Byron  by  comparisons  with  aspects  of 
Jonson,  Campion,  Googe,  Turberville,  Lawrence,  and 
Poe,  or,  in  another,  of  discussing  the  difference  between 
Hart  Crane  and  William  Carlos  Williams  in  terms  of  the 
Petrarchan  rhetoric  of  the  sixteenth  century,  the  meta- 
physical verse  of  the  seventeenth  century,  the  sonnets  of 
Shakespeare  and  Donne,  and  the  poetry  of  Fulke  Greville, 
Vaux,  Googe,  Gascoigne,  Turberville,  Daniel,  and  Dray- 
ton. 

In  all  this  welter  of  comparison,  dictum,  evaluation,  and 
posturing  Winters  retains  one  constant  point  of  view,  that 
of  "morality."  Art  is  moral,  he  has  written,  and  criticism 
must  necessarily  be  the  same.  Precisely  what  he  means  by 
"moral"  in  this  connection  is  vastly  complicated  and  con- 
tradictory, and  will  be  discussed  later  in  more  detail,  but 
some  sense  at  least  of  how  he  sees  the  process  of  moral 
evaluation  operating  in  art  can  be  obtained  from  a  key  pas- 
sage in  The  Anatomy  of  Nonsense.  Winters  writes: 

According  to  my  view,  the  artistic  process  is  one  of 
moral  evaluation  of  human  experience,  by  means  of  a 
technique  which  renders  possible  an  evaluation  more 
precise  than  any  other.  The  poet  tries  to  understand 
his  experience  in  rational  terms,  to  state  his  under- 
standing, and  simultaneously  to  state,  by  means  of  the 
feelings  which  we  attach  to  words,  the  kind  and  degree 
of  emotion  that  should  properly  be  motivated  by 
this  understanding.  The  artistic  result  differs  from 
the  crude  experience  mainly  in  its  refinement  of  judg- 
ment: the  difference  in  really  good  art  is  enormous, 
but  the  difference  is  of  degree  rather  than  of  kind. 

Implicit  in  this  view  of  the  moral  nature  of  art  and 
criticism  is  the  obligation  on  the  critic  to  "correct"  tradi- 
tional opinion  in  so  far  as  he  believes  it  to  be  wrong. 
Without  question,  this  wearying  ethical  burden  is  in  part 
responsible  for  some  of  Winters's  wilder  evaluations.  His 
attempt  in  Maule's  Curse  to  estabhsh  Jones  Very  as  the 
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superior  in  every  way  of  Emerson — an  attempt  doomed  to 
failure  when  he  printed  twenty-two  of  Very's  poems  as  an 
appendix  to  the  volume — is  only  a  small  part  of  the  vast 
plan  Winters  defines  with  unusual  humility  in  the  Fore- 
word to  the  book.  "My  ultimate  hope,"  he  wrote,  "is  to 
establish  a  critical  basis  for  a  fairly  complete  revision  of 
the  history  of  American  literature,  a  plan  which  may 
require  a  good  many  years  of  labor."  Inasmuch  as  Winters 
in  another  place  refers  to  Churchill,  Gascoigne,  and  John- 
son as  "great  masters  obscured  by  history,"  and  has  for 
years  been  carrying  on  a  running  campaign  to  ensure 
Gascoigne,  as  well  as  Bamabe  Googe  and  Turberville, 
their  "rightful"  place  in  the  literary  hierarchy,  there  is  at 
least  a  possibility  that  after  disposing  of  American  literature 
he  looks  forward  to  rearranging  the  history  of  English 
literature  or  even  of  world  literature. 

Into  this  giant  project  in  the  correction  of  opinion  only 
now  beginning  to  emerge,  all  of  Winters's  critical  writing 
is  designed  to  fit.  Primitivism  and  Decadence,  he  has  ex- 
plained, is  a  study  of  the  moral  significance  of  forms,  with 
writers  discussed  merely  to  illustrate  them;  Maule's  Curse 
complements  it,  as  a  study  of  the  moral  significance  of 
individual  writers;  The  Anatomy  of  Nonsense  is  a  study 
of  what  Winters  believes  to  be  the  four  "most  influential 
tendencies  in  the  literary  practice  of  our  time,  and  as  far 
as  may  be  the  most  influential  minds  themselves."  (That 
this  is  a  shaky  eminence  for  John  Crowe  Ransom  and 
Wallace  Stevens  at  least,  if  not  for  T.  S.  Eliot  and  Henry 
Adams,  goes  without  saying.)  Alan  Swallow,  an  admirer  of 
Winters,  in  an  appreciation  in  the  Rocky  Mountain  Re- 
view for  Fall  1944,  has  added  to  this  list  what  he  considers 
to  be  a  fourth  major  work,  Winters's  long  article  "The 
Sixteenth  Century  Lyric  in  England"  in  Poetry:  A  Maga- 
zine of  Verse  for  February,  March,  and  April  of  1939. 
Mr.  Swallow  puts  this  forward  as  Winters's  chief  essay  in 
construction  rather  than  destruction,  "a  study  of  the  his- 
tory of  what  he  considers  the  wiser  tradition  of  method 
and  idea."  Since  then  Winters  has  added  what  would 
seem  to  be  a  similar  essay  in  construction,  the  study  of 
Robinson. 

Winters  is  nothing  if  not  a  patient  and  far-sighted 
worker,  as  is  demonstrated  (according  to  his  account)  by 


32  YVOR    WINTERS 

the  seventeen  years  he  spent  working  on  the  five  long 
essays  that  make  up  Primitivism  and  Decadence:  revising 
them  constantly,  working  most  of  his  periodical  writing 
into  them,  conferring  on  them  with  everyone  available, 
and  even  changing  his  attitude  toward  modern  poetry  com- 
pletely and  carrying  on.  Opposite  the  title  page  of  Maule's 
Curse  Winters  listed  two  further  volumes  of  literary  criti- 
cism "in  preparation":  Studies  of  the  American  Historians 
and  Critics  and  A  Brief  Outline  History  of  the  Rhetoric  of 
the  Short  Poem  in  English.  The  Anatomy  of  Nonsense  is 
presumably  a  thin  slice  of  the  first,  but  what  has  become 
of  the  rest  of  it  and  of  the  entire  second  project  in  the  years 
since  1937,  only  Winters  knows.  Significantly,  perhaps.  The 
Anatomy  of  Nonsense,  issued  by  the  same  publisher  five 
years  later,  carries  no  listing  of  works  in  preparation.  If 
Winters  has  discarded  them,  there  is  no  doubt  that  it  is 
only  because  some  other  part  of  the  literary  canon  seems 
in  more  desperate  need  of  reconditioning  and  overhaul  at 
the  moment. 


2. 
For  detailed  study  of  the  evaluative  method  at  work,  Win- 
ters's  second  book,  Maule's  Curse,  is  probably  best,  since 
it  is  his  only  book  concerned  primarily  with  writers,  the 
first  having  dealt  with  forms,  the  third  with  ideas,  and  the 
fourth  with  a  single  poet.  It  is  also  probably  his  most  sub- 
stantial, although  certainly  not  his  flashiest,  piece  of  work. 
The  "curse"  of  the  title  is  the  prophecy  in  Hawthorne's 
The  House  of  the  Seven  Gables:  "God  will  give  him  blood 
to  drink!"  predicted  for  Colonel  Pyncheon  by  a  man  he 
had  wronged.  Winters  believes  that  our  great  writers  of 
the  last  century,  from  Cooper  to  James,  suffered  from 
this  figurative  curse;  specifically,  that  having  been  cut  off 
from  their  true  literary  heritage,  they  were  "abnormally 
sensitive  to  the  influence  of  European  romanticism,"  and 
thus  drank  blood — their  own.  To  an  extent,  the  book's 
unity  around  this  cure  is  factitious,  since  in  one  sense  every 
writer,  even  the  most  severe  classicist,  drinks  his  own 
blood,  and  in  another  sense  our  major  nineteenth-century 
writers,  who  produced  a  line  of  genuinely  great  works  from 
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The  Scarlet  Letter  through  Moby -Dick  to  The  Ambas- 
sadors, can  hardly  be  considered  to  have  been  cursed  at 
all,  at  least  not  unless  Winters  is  prepared  to  ask  still 
greater  work  of  them  or  establish  it  as  within  their  poten- 
tialities. 

(This,  incidentally,  is  the  stumbling-block  that  largely 
shattered  the  early  work  of  Van  Wyck  Brooks,  as  well  as 
a  good  deal  of  sociological  criticism  by  other  writers:  the 
fact  that  before  you  can  show  James  or  Twain,  Haw- 
thorne or  Melville  to  have  been  the  victims  of  a  hostile  en- 
vironment, you  have  to  establish  that  they  were  capable  of 
finer  work  than  they  achieved;  that  is,  you  have  to  demand 
a  better  book  than  Moby-Dick  or  Huckleberry  Finn.  It  is 
obvious  that  in  a  more  favorable  social  environment  they 
would  have  produced  vastly  different  works,  and  probably, 
in  the  case  of  James  particularly,  works  for  a  much  broader 
public,  but  that  is  about  as  far  as  environmental  criticism 
alone  can  go.) 

Take  Winters's  book,  then,  merely  as  a  series  of  critical 
essays  on  nineteenth-century  American  writers,  or,  as  it  is 
subtitled.  Seven  Studies  in  the  History  of  American  Ob- 
scurantism. The  seven  essays  deal  with  Hawthorne,  Cooper, 
Melville,  Poe,  Emerson  and  Jones  Very,  Emily  Dickinson, 
and  Henry  James.  Winters's  procedure  in  each  chapter, 
roughly,  is  to  discuss  the  writer's  mind,  analyze  examples 
of  his  work  with  specific  evaluations  and  extensive  quota- 
tion, and,  finally,  summarize  the  values  of  his  work  and 
ideas. 

Hawthorne  comes  through  as  fundamentally  a  failure,  a 
man  who  produced  "one  of  the  chief  masterpieces  of 
English  prose,"  The  Scarlet  Letter,  then  sank  into  inane 
romanticism;  Cooper  as  a  man  who  embodied  a  great  social 
ideal,  but  was  corroded  by  romantic  sentiment  and  can 
hope  to  survive  only  in  isolated  great  fragments;  Melville 
as  "the  greatest  man  of  his  era  and  of  his  nation,"  a  man 
who  faced  down  the  fruition  of  Maule's  curse  in  the 
character  of  Ahab,  comprehended  and  mastered  it;  Poe  as 
a  man  of  remarkable  consistency  in  his  criticism  and  crea- 
tive writing  and  of  exceptional  worthlessness  in  both; 
Emerson  as  vastly  inferior  to  Jones  Very  (who  had  "moral 
intelligence"),  and  the  source  of  much  of  our  literature's 


34  YVOR    WINTERS 

confusion;®  Emily  Dickinson  as  "a  poetic  genius  of  the 
highest  order"  and  "one  of  the  greatest  lyric  poets  of  all 
time,"  nevertheless  impoverished  by  tastelessness  and 
crudity;  and  Henry  James  as  a  monstrous  failure  whose 
aims  and  incidental  abilities  were  so  vast  as  to  make  him  a 
phenomenon  of  unequaled  interest.  To  me,  at  least,  these 
judgments  (which  have  been  presented  as  fairly  as  possible, 
but  always  with  the  reservation  that  the  total  judgments 
inherent  in  Winters's  long  and  ambiguous  essays  cannot  be 
summarized  in  a  sentence)  seem  beautifully  and  exactly 
right  in  the  cases  of  Melville  and  Poe,  vastly  unfair  to 
Emerson  and  James,  far  too  kind  to  Cooper,  and  in  the 
cases  of  Hawthorne  and  Miss  Dickinson  at  least  debatable. 

The  good  things  in  Maule's  Curse  are  valuable  critical 
work.  The  fine  surgical  job  on  Poe,  for  example,  was  long 
overdue,  and  should  have  given  our  contemporary  Poe- 
worshippers,  among  them  Edmund  Wilson  and  Van  Wyck 
Brooks,  the  literary  equivalent  of  cauliflower  ears.  Winters 
displays  Poe's  ignorance  and  pretension  to  learning  as  a 
critic;  explores  the  vulgar  sentimentality  of  his  mind;  regis- 
ters reasonable  shock  at  the  corrupt  and  mechanical  nature 
of  his  poetics,  which  reduce  poetry  to  "triviality  and  char- 
latanism" and  constitute  a  formal  aesthetics  of  obscur- 
antism; exposes  the  absurdity  of  his  metrical  theories  and 
the  crudity  of  his  ear;  lists  his  fantastic  evaluations  of 
writers;  and  finally  demolishes  his  poems  and  tales,  with 
particular  attention  to  the  puerility  of  his  style.  All  to- 
gether, it  is  a  remarkable  job  of  deserved  butchery,  and 
the  possibility  that  it  was  all  done  for  the  wrong  reasons, 
the  suggestion  on  almost  every  page  that  Winters's  chief 
objection  to  Poe  is  Poe's  opposition  to  the  concept  of  art 
and  criticism  as  acts  of  moral  evaluation,  cannot  detract 
from  it.  (Even  the  reader's  awareness  that  there  is  more 
than  a  little  kinship  between  Poe  and  Winters,  that  Win- 
ters's evaluations  of  writers  are  equally  fantastic  and  his 
metrical  theories  almost  as  absurd,  besides  pointing  up  the 
familiar  irony  of  the  pot  and  the  kettle,  do  nothing  to 
vitiate  a  solid  critical  achievement.) 

Whenever  he  is  able  to  take  time  off  from  the  respon- 

"By  Edwin  Arlington  Robinson  (1946),  Emerson  has  emerged  as  the 
great  enemy,  and  almost  everything  bad  in  Robinson  is  "Emersonian." 
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sibilties  of  moral  evaluation,  Winters  is  impressive  as  a 
close  and  imaginative  reader,  and  several  critical  readings 
in  the  book,  particularly  a  detailed  analysis  of  the  allegori- 
cal symbolism  in  the  scene  from  The  Scarlet  Letter  where 
Hester  and  Pearl  wait  in  Governor  Bellingham's  mansion 
and  see  themselves  distorted  in  a  mirror,  are  quite  pene- 
trating. Despite  Winters's  dubious  theories  of  metrics, 
particularly  his  theory  of  the  metrical  basis  of  free  verse 
(discussed  below),  he  sometimes  produces  remarkably 
stimulating  metrical  analyses,  of  which  one  in  Maule's 
Curse,  of  three  of  Emily  Dickinson's  poems,  is  a  fine  ex- 
ample. The  book  is  also  useful  for  sharp  analyses  of  various 
aspects  of  American  cultural  history,  the  best  example 
being  Winters's  discussion  of  the  "Puritan  Paradox,"  the 
belief  in  predestination  combined  with  action  on  the  basis 
of  a  belief  in  free  will.  For  the  details  of  this  idea  Winters 
seems  to  be  indebted  to  Henry  Bamford  Parkes,  to  whom 
he  acknowledges  a  wide  debt  on  many  aspects  of  American 
thought,  but  his  specific  application  of  it  to  the  strain  of 
allegorizing  in  New  England  writers  from  Cotton  Mather 
to  Henry  Adams  is  a  genuine  achievement. 

Just  as  his  treatment  of  Poe  is  probably  the  most  con- 
vincing thing  in  the  book,  Winters's  vast  overestimation  of 
Fenimore  Cooper  is  easily  the  least  convincing.  Winters 
attempts  to  establish  Cooper  as  a  realistic  writer,  defending 
the  factual  accuracy  of  such  things  as  the  feats  in  the 
Leatherstocking  Tales,  when  it  is  obvious  (as  D.  H. 
Lawrence,  John  Macy,  and  others  have  pointed  out)  that 
the  only  possible  basis  for  treating  Cooper  with  any  serious- 
ness is  as  a  symbolist.  He  quotes  most  of  a  scene  from 
The  Deerslayer,  paragraph  after  paragraph  of  Cooper's 
stilted  and  heavy-handed  prose,  with  such  commendations 
as:  "probably  as  great  an  achievement  of  its  length  as  one 
will  find  in  American  fiction  outside  of  Melville,"  or  "the 
prose  suddenly  takes  on  a  quality  of  universality  and  of 
grandeur  such  as  to  prepare  one  for  the  metaphysical 
quality  of  the  action  shortly  to  follow."  Winters's  chief 
praise,  however,  is  for  Cooper's  novel  The  Water-Witch, 
which  he  evaluates  moderately  as  "certainly  one  of  the 
most  brilliant,  if  scarcely  one  of  the  most  profound,  mas- 
terpieces of  American  prose."  There  seems  little  doubt 
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that  the  actual  basis  of  Winters's  praise  for  Cooper  lies  in 
Cooper's  undemocratic  and  aristocratic  political  ideas,  and 
his  cognate  "rhetorical  grandeur";  Winters  devotes  the 
first  section  of  his  essay  to  praising  and  defending  Cooper's 
"public  morality"  in  detail,  and  concludes  his  estimate  with 
what  must  be  surely  one  of  the  most  plaintive  rallying-cries 
for  reaction  ever  uttered:  "He  embodies  a  social  ideal  that 
in  his  own  lifetime  was  so  far  gone  in  decay  that  his  de- 
fense of  it  cost  him  his  reputation,  and  that  it  may  scarcely 
be  said  to  have  survived  him  to  the  extent  of  two  decades." 

Winters's  evaluations  in  the  book  are  possibly  most  of- 
fensive in  his  offhand  dismissals  of  major  figures.  He  sees 
Thoreau  and  Alcott  only  as  two  harmless  Emersonian 
eccentrics,  referring  to  "the  pastoral  idiosyncracies  of 
Thoreau"  and  "the  mild  idiocy  of  Alcott,"  and  if  the  word 
"madness,"  used  repeatedly,  means  anything  at  all,  he 
thinks  Henry  James  was  as  insane  as  his  characters.  How- 
ever, every  chapter  of  Maule's  Curse  contains  Winters's 
usual  quota  of  flat  evaluative  dicta  about  individual  works, 
passages,  or  even  lines,  all  of  them  highly  subjective  and 
few  of  them  documented.  To  choose  a  few  examples  at 
random,  he  dismisses  everything  of  Hawthorne's  except 
The  Scarlet  Letter  as  either  "failures"  or  "slight  perform- 
ances"; chooses  the  seventh  chapter  of  The  Deerslayer  as 
probably  "the  best  single  passage  of  prose  in  Cooper,"  and 
the  first  and  last  chapters  of  The  Prairie  as  "the  next  best" 
prose;  lists  "the  greatest  works  of  Melville,  aside  from 
Moby-Dick,"  as  Benito  Cereno,  The  Encantadas,  and  Billy 
Budd;  enumerates  the  only  passages  of  Poe's  verse  that 
are  "fairly  well  executed,"  a  total  of  fewer  than  a  hundred 
lines  scattered  over  five  poems;  prints  the  three  poems  of 
Emily  Dickinson's  that  combine  "her  greatest  power  with 
her  finest  execution";  and  points  out  that  a  man  named 
Frederick  Goddard  Tuckerman  is  "much  like  the  Haw- 
thorne of  the  last  romances,  except  that  he  writes  better," 
and  that  the  poems  of  Jones  Very,  "an  impressive  writer," 
are  as  excellent,  "within  their  limits,"  as  those  of  Traherne, 
Herbert,  or  Blake. 

Winters  deserves  particular  praise  for  his  treatment  of 
Herman  Melville,  to  whom  (almost  alone  of  contemporary 
critics,  with  the  honorable  exception  of  F.  O.  Matthiessen) 
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he  has  at  last  given  his  rightful  due  as  America's  greatest 
writer  and  one  of  the  world's  supreme  novelists.  Winters  is 
weak,  or  at  least  too  limited,  in  interpreting  the  deeper 
meanings  of  Moby-Dick,  but  in  detailed  symbolic  inter- 
pretation of  passages  he  is  invaluable.  He  seems  to  be 
totally  unaware,  for  example,  of  the  elaborate  homosexual 
imagery  running  through  Melville,  especially  concentrated 
in  his  favorite  short  novel,  Billy  Budd  (a  particularly 
surprising  limitation  in  view  of  the  fact  that  Winters  is 
one  of  the  few  critics  who  have  commented  on  homo- 
sexuality in  print,  and  he  has  even  noticed  a  possibly 
homosexual  theme  in  a  Robinson  poem).  Winters's  study 
of  Melville  is  nevertheless  a  remarkable  piece,  if  only  for 
its  full  and  excellently  chosen  quotation,  and  despite  the 
possibility,  as  in  the  case  of  his  Poe  study,  that  Winters 
is  actually  evaluating  the  man  accurately  for  the  wrong 
reasons,  for  a  "morality"  that  seems  to  be  his  chief  in- 
terest in  all  of  the  works  of  Melville's  he  praises. 

A  few  additional  points  about  Maule's  Curse  deserve 
mention.  First,  the  matter  of  "obscurantism,"  the  key  word 
of  his  subtitle  and  a  charge  at  least  as  frequent  in  the  book 
as  "romanticism,"  to  which  Winters  closely  relates  it.  By 
"obscurantism"  Winters  means  "the  development  of  feeling 
in  excess  of  the  motive,"  which  is  more  or  less  what  the 
Greeks  thought  of  as  "hysteria"  and  regarded  as  a  specifi- 
cally female  complaint,  seated  in  the  womb.  On  the  basis 
of  this  definition.  Winters  sees  all  his  seven  writers  as  af- 
flicted with  obscurantism  in  some  form,  and  in  fact  sees  it 
as  the  chief  phenomenon  of  what  he  calls  "the  romantic 
period,"  from  1750  to  the  present.  Needless  to  say,  the 
"obscurantism"  phrasing  of  Maule's  curse  holds  no  more 
water  than  does  the  blood-drinking  phrasing  of  it,  and 
the  position  of  a  man  indicting  two  centuries  of  literature 
in  toto,  except  for  such  anachronisms  as  Bridges  and  Sturge 
Moore,  is  at  best  precarious.  Secondly,  it  should  be  re- 
marked that  the  treatment  of  Henry  James  in  the  book, 
quite  apart  from  Winters's  tortured  and  contradictory 
evaluation  of  him  as  both  a  monstrous  failure  and  the 
greatest  novelist  in  English  after  Melville,  is  one  of  the 
most  completely  inadequate  in  critical  writing  of  our 
time. 
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3. 
The  systematic  aesthetic  evaluation  of  works  of  art  as  the 
principal  aim  of  criticism  did  not  come  into  literary  his- 
tory until  after  the  Renaissance,  but  in  the  modern  period, 
until  the  present  century,  it  has  been  the  dominant  tradi- 
tion. The  Greek  and  Roman  critics  were  chiefly  interested 
in  poetics  and  analysis  of  the  social  nature  and  effects  of 
art;  medieval  critics  devoted  their  principal  attention  to 
moral  and  allegorical  interpretation;  and  Renaissance 
criticism,  particularly  in  England,  centered  on  the  moral 
justification  of  imaginative  literature.  By  Jacobean  times 
in  England,  however,  criticism  began  to  assume  the  con- 
centration on  evaluation  it  was  to  display  for  three  cen- 
turies, as  it  did  throughout  Europe  after  the  Renaissance 
and  in  America,  following  a  natural  lag,  about  the  time  of 
the  Revolution. 

During  the  seventeenth  and  eighteenth  centuries  in 
England  evaluative  criticism  flowered,  and  figures  like 
Thomas  Rymer,  John  Dennis,  and  Samuel  Johnson  reached 
heights  of  dogmatic  statement  that  even  Winters  has  never 
equaled.  Rymer,  whom  Macaulay  called  with  some  justice 
"the  worst  critic  that  ever  lived,"  has  come  down  to  us 
as  a  complete  joke,  his  name  a  synonym  for  abysmal 
critical  stupidity,  but  in  his  day  he  was  remarkably  in- 
fluential. Readers  were  impressed  when  he  dismissed 
Chaucer  with  the  statement  that  "our  language  was  not  then 
capable  of  any  heroic  character,"  rewrote  Beaumont  and 
Fletcher  according  to  his  idea  of  classical  correctness,  or 
tore  Othello  apart  as  a  tissue  of  nonsense,  "a  bloody  farce 
without  salt  or  savor,"  written  by  a  man  who  thought  a 
noble-born  Venetian  woman  could  love  a  blackamoor.  In 
tragedy,  Rymer  wrote,  Shakespeare  "appears  quite  out  of 
his  element;  his  brains  are  turned;  he  raves  and  rambles 
without  any  coherence,  any  spark  of  reason,  or  any  rule 
to  control  him,  and  set  bounds  to  his  frenzy."  As  for  his 
poetry,  "the  neighing  of  a  horse  or  the  howling  of  a  mastiff 
possesses  more  meaning." 

John  Dennis,  who  considered  Rymer's  censures  of 
Shakespeare,  despite  some  disagreement,  "in  most  of  the 
particulars  very  sensible  and  very  just,"  and  who  "im- 
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proved"  The  Merry  Wives  of  Windsor  into  The  Comical 
Gallant,  was  a  somewhat  more  moralistic  critic,  convinced 
that  the  principal  aim  of  poetry  is  the  reformation  of  the 
sinful  human  mind.  His  dogmatic  evaluations,  particularly 
of  his  bete  noire,  Alexander  Pope,  or  the  remarkable  going- 
over  he  gave  Addison's  Cato,  were  just  as  arbitrary,  and 
his  general  dicta  on  literature  somewhat  more  detailed. 

Dr.  Johnson's  vigorous  evaluations  of  writers,  in  con- 
versation with  Boswell  and  in  his  Lives  of  the  Poets,  should 
be  too  well  known  to  need  retelling,  but  some  of  his  lesser- 
known  statements  may  be  worth  noting.  In  an  essay  in  the 
Rambler,  Johnson  flayed  Spenser's  "vicious  style"  and 
the  "difl&cult,  unpleasing,  and  tiresome*'  Spenserian  stanza, 
and  even  in  his  reverential  Preface  to  Shakespeare  he  listed 
such  defects  as  "in  his  comick  scenes  he  is  seldom  very 
successful"  and  "his  declamations  or  set  speeches  are  com- 
monly cold  or  weak,"  and  added  that,  considering  the 
condition  of  Shakespeare's  life  and  the  barbarity  of  his 
age,  readers  should  "make  some  allowance  for  his  igno- 
rance." 

The  great  dogmatic  evaluator  of  the  nineteenth  century, 
the  successor  to  Rymer,  Dennis  and  Johnson,  was  Walter 
Savage  Landor.  Landor  was  capable  of  slapping  Vergil 
for  a  phrase  "scarcely  Latin,"  announcing  that  of  Politian's 
poems  "one  only  has  merit,"  attacking  Coleridge  viciously, 
dismissing  French  literature  in  toto,  particularly  French 
tragedy  and  Voltaire,  and  slaughtering  Pope  and  Byron. 
Explicitly  carrying  dogmatic  evaluation  to  its  logical  con- 
clusion, as  Winters  only  has  by  implication,  Landor  stated 
of  his  own  work  that  his  ten  worst  Imaginary  Conversa- 
tions could  not  be  equaled  by  the  most  talented  of  their 
attackers  in  ten  years  of  labor,  and  that  the  two  fingers  that 
held  his  own  pen  had  more  power  than  the  two  houses  of 
Parliament. 

It  is  obvious  that  Yvor  Winters  is  directly  in  the  line  of 
these  men — that,  like  Landor,  he  is  a  throwback  to  the 
violent  oracular  tradition  of  an  earlier  century.  Like  all  of 
these  men  Winters  bases  his  evaluations  in  classicism  and 
traditionalism,  and  like  most  of  them  he  enlists  his  evalua- 
tions in  the  cause  of  political  reaction.  Some  of  these  com- 
parisons have  been  made  in  print  before.  Cleanth  Brooks 
compared  Winters  with  Rymer  in  The  Kenyon  Review  for 
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Spring  1944,  for  "sheer  guts  and  blindsides,"  and  many 
reviewers,  perhaps  following  Winters's  own  lead  in  calling 
Johnson  the  only  critic  in  Enghsh  who  deserves  the  epithet 
"great,"  have  noted  the  parallel  with  Johnson.  No  one, 
however,  seems  to  have  noticed  the  more  startling  parallel 
with  Dennis.  When  Dennis  attacks  the  poets  he  finds  bad, 
not  only  as  faulty  artists  but  as  wicked  men,  enemies  of 
morality,  or  remarks:  "And  when  a  man  is  sure,  'tis  only 
his  duty  to  speak  with  a  modest  assurance,"  he  might  al- 
most be  an  earlier  incarnation  of  Winters,  so  little  have  two 
centuries  and  a  half  altered  the  manner  of  literary  evalua- 
tion. The  vocabulary  and  examples  of  Winters's  criticism 
are  contemporary,  but  his  heart  and  mind  seem  firmly  back 
in  the  London  of  1700. 

Winters  himself  has  furnished  another  genealogy  for  his 
criticism.  "This  view  of  poetry  in  its  general  outline  is  not 
original,"  he  writes  in  Primitivism  and  Decadence,  "but  is 
a  restatement  of  ideas  that  have  been  current  in  English 
criticism  since  the  time  of  Sidney,  that  have  appeared 
again  in  most  of  the  famous  apologists  for  poetry  since 
Sidney,  especially  in  Arnold  and  Newman."  He  means,  of 
course,  the  line  of  moral  critics  of  literature  which  began 
with  the  earliest  Greek  writers,  a  tradition  sometimes  coin- 
ciding with  that  of  dogmatic  evaluation,  sometimes  veering 
away.  Obviously,  Winters  is  in  this  tradition  as  well, 
although  it  comes  as  something  of  a  shock  to  find  him 
identifying  his  violent  and  uncharitable  dogmatism  with 
the  gentleness  of  Sidney  or  Newman.  The  identity  with 
Arnold  is  much  closer,  and,  although  Winters  might  deny 
it  indignantly,  his  central  doctrine,  the  concept  of  art  as 
"the  permeation  of  human  experience  by  a  consistent  moral 
understanding,"  seems  to  be  no  more  than  a  rephrasing  of 
Arnold's  concept  of  art  as  "the  criticism  of  life"  through 
the  application  of  moral  ideas. 

There  are,  of  course,  other  moral  criticisms  of  Hterature 
that  Winters  tactfully  does  not  mention.  There  is  Macau- 
lay's  stuffy  and  utilitarian  Whig  morality,  Tolstoy's  fanatical 
hatred  of  any  art  obscure  to  a  nineteeenth-century  Russian 
serf,  the  timid  prudishness  of  William  Dean  Howells 
proposing  that  fiction  include  nothing  a  novelist  would  not 
say  to  a  young  girl,  and  many  others  as  bad.  It  would  be 
unfair  to  put  Winters's  aloof  morality  in  a  class  with  these. 
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Nevertheless,  all  of  them  are  implicit  in  the  tradition  of 
moral  criticism,  just  as  Rymer's  worst  excesses  are  im- 
plicit in  the  tradition  of  dogmatic  evaluation,  and  a  man 
who  merges  within  his  work  both  traditions,  like  Dennis  or 
Winters,  can  be  saved  from  falling  into  either  priggishness 
or  pontifical  foolishness  only  by  being  invariably  right. 
There  should  be  no  need  to  point  out  that  Winters  is 
hardly  that. 


4. 
in  our  own  time  there  are  other  types  of  critical  evaluation, 
most  of  them  somewhat  less  moral  than  Winters's,  if  fully 
as  dogmatic.  On  the  level  of  journahsm  there  is  (or  was, 
since  he  seems  to  have  given  up  literary  criticism  perma- 
nently) that  redoubtable  foe  of  the  booboisie,  H.  L. 
Mencken.  His  dogmatic  evaluations  seem  almost  always  the 
product  of  simple  ignorance,  yet,  in  a  curious  fashion,  they 
parody  Winters's.  Mencken  has  described  Poe  and  Mark 
Twain  as  "the  two  undoubted  world  figures  that  we  have 
contributed  to  letters,"  has  announced  that  Lizette  Wood- 
worth  Reese  "has  written  more  sound  poetry,  more  gen- 
uinely eloquent  and  beautiful  poetry,  than  all  the  new 
poets  put  together,"  has  claimed  that  in  Henry  James 
America  achieved  its  own  "Horace  Walpole,"  and  has  im- 
mortalized one  of  the  two  or  three  creative  thinkers  of 
undoubted  genius  in  America,  Thorstein  Veblen,  as  "a 
geyser  of  pishposh."  The  basis  for  Mencken's  evaluations, 
in  presumable  contrast  to  Winters's,  is  probably  only  his 
honest  inability  to  comprehend  serious  writing,  and  he  is 
the  lifelong  enemy  of  any  form  of  morality,  but  it  is  re- 
markable how  close  his  statement  about  Poe  and  Twain  is 
to  Winters's  about  Cooper,  or  how  much  his  estimate  of 
Lizette  Reese  resembles  that  of  Winters  on  Elizabeth 
Daryush. 

The  other  principal  fount  of  dogmatic  evaluation  in  our 
criticism  is  Mencken's  long-time  friend  Ezra  Pound.  Long 
before  his  stage  of  Fascism-cum-paranoia  Pound  was  print- 
ing obiter  dicta  beside  which  Winters's  best  look  pale. 
Pound  has  described  Paradise  Lost  as  a  conventional 
melodrama  written  by  a  "coarse-minded,"  "asinine,"  "dis- 
gusting," and  "beastly"  man;  dismissed  the  literature  of  the 


42  YVOR    WINTERS 

nineteenth  century  in  toto;  announced  his  preference  for 
Whistler's  drawing  of  young  Miss  Alexander  to  all  the 
"Judaic  drawings"  of  Blake;  consigned  Tasso,  Ariosto, 
and  Spenser  "to  the  scrap  heap";  discarded  Dry  den  as  a 
"lunkhead"  and  his  work  as  "outstanding  aridity";  an- 
nounced that  Herodotus  is  literature  and  Thucydides 
"journalism";  and  attacked  the  "hedging,  backing  and 
filling"  of  a  man  he  calls  sometimes  Aristotle  and  some- 
times "Arry  Stotl." 

It  is  at  least  possible,  however,  that  Pound  himself 
doesn't  believe  these  judgments.  Referring  to  a  statement 
he  had  made  to  the  effect  that  Catullus  was  in  some  ways 
a  better  writer  than  Sappho,  Pound  once  explained:  "I 
don't  in  the  least  know  whether  this  is  true.  One  should 
start  with  an  open  mind,"  and  he  has  put  on  record  both  a 
fine  and  detailed  study  of  James's  genius  and  the  state- 
ment: "for  sheer  dreariness  one  reads  Henry  James." 

One  of  the  most  curious  aspects  of  Pound's  evaluations 
is  that  almost  every  time  he  praises  a  good  writer  or  work 
he  has  managed  to  couple  him  with  a  poor  writer  as 
equally  good.  He  has  discussed  Wyndham  Lewis's  Tarr 
and  Joyce's  Portrait  of  the  Artist  as  a  Young  Man  in  the 
same  terms,  spoken  of  "Mina  Loy  and  Marianne  Moore," 
and  referred  to  Joseph  Gould  and  William  Carlos  Williams 
as  two  fine  modern  poets.  (Incidentally,  Waldo  Frank,  an- 
other passionate  evaluator,  has  had  the  same  unhappy 
result  with  such  pairs  as  "Sherwood  Anderson  and  Man- 
uel Komroff,"  "D.  H.  Lawrence  and  J.  D.  Beresford," 
and  those  two  "comedic  talents"  Dorothy  Richardson  and 
James  Joyce.)  Probably  this  yoking  of  a  great  writer  and 
an  inferior  one,  hack  or  fool,  in  the  same  adulatory  sen- 
tence displays  a  more  fundamental,  and  certainly  more 
dangerous,  want  of  taste  than  would  praising  only  fools 
and  hacks. 

Another  leading  type  of  critical  evaluation  in  our  time 
is  what  might  be  called  "the  correction  of  opinion."  On 
the  Mencken  level  one  of  the  most  distasteful  examples 
of  this  is  Ernest  Boyd's  book  Literary  Blasphemies,  an 
attempt  to  revise  downward  the  traditional  estimates  of  a 
number  of  authors  from  Shakespeare  to  Hardy,  by  such 
expedients  as  describing  Milton  as  a  paranoid  albino  whose 
blindness  was  undoubtedly  the  result  of  hereditary  syphilis, 
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or  Henry  James  as  an  Anglomaniac  social  climber  who 
spent  all  his  time  inventing  euphemisms  for  the  word 
"typewriter."  On  a  more  scholarly  level,  practically  every 
professor  of  literature  who  has  ever  written  a  book  has 
tried  his  hand,  either  directly  or  indirectly,  at  suggesting 
writers  he  believes  should  be  ranked  higher  and  lower. 
This  is  a  more  or  less  pointless  form  of  activity,  since  the 
critic  rarely,  and  the  professor  never,  succeeds  in  altering 
literary  taste,  but  except  for  the  arbitrary  venom  the  cor- 
rector of  opinion  seems  almost  always  to  feel  toward  the 
holder  of  any  established  reputation  (Winters's  own 
activities  here  are  unfortunately  typical),  it  is  harmless 
enough,  a  mild  professorial  form  of  goldfish-eating. 


5. 
Probably  the  most  important  single  question  to  consider 
about  Winters's  evaluations  is  precisely  what  he  means  by 
the  word  "moral."  He  has  defined  or  used  it  to  mean  almost 
a  dozen  different  things,  some  of  them  completely  incon- 
sistent with  others  and  some  of  them  simply  meaningless. 
He  has  equated  it  with  "striving  toward  an  ideal  of  poetic 
form,"  with  classical  as  opposed  to  romantic,  with  tradi- 
tional as  opposed  to  experimental,  with  "just  feeling, 
properly  motivated,"  with  "personal  form  and  controlled 
direction,"  and,  in  at  least  one  place,  with  "human." 
Sometimes  it  seems  to  be  a  technical  literary  term,  very 
close  to  Arnold's  "grand  style"  or  "high  seriousness," 
sometimes  it  means  didactic,  sometimes  it  is  ordinary 
ethics  or  good  taste,  sometimes  it  means  simply  "reac- 
tionary," and  in  many  cases  it  seems  to  mean  nothing  more 
than  that  Winters  liked  the  work  and  thought  it  good.  The 
only  conceivable  thread  on  which  all  these  usages  can  be 
strung  is  the  theory  that  originally  "moral"  meant  one  clear 
thing  to  Winters,  perhaps  some  personal,  artistic  discipline 
equivalent  to  the  neo-humanist's  "inner  check,"  and  then 
gradually  extended  in  usage  until  it  applied  to  the  results 
of  this  control  and  finally  to  any  work  or  attitude  where  the 
control  could  be  presumed,  that  is,  to  any  work  Winters 
likes  or  any  attitude  he  respects.''^ 

'In  Winters's  recent  work,  "moral"  seems  to  have  become  almost 
entirely  a  matter  of  the  attitudes  expressed  in  the  paraphrasable  prose 
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Another  way  of  getting  at  what  Winters  actually  means 
by  moral  is  noting  what  he  regards  as  immoral.  First,  of 
course,  the  opposite  of  all  his  synonyms  for  morality: 
formlessness,  romanticism,  experimentalism;  extravagant, 
hysterical,  or  "improperiy  motivated"  feeling,  "obscur- 
antism," and  so  on.  Principally,  he  detests  two  things  he 
calls  "primitivism"  and  "decadence."  "Primitive"  poets,  as 
Winters  defines  them,  are  "those  who  utilize  all  the  means 
necessary  to  the  most  vigorous  form,  but  whose  range  of 
material  is  limited,"  while  "decadents"  are  "those  who 
display  a  fine  sensitivity  to  language  and  who  may  have  a 
very  wide  scope,  but  whose  work  is  incomplete  formally 
...  or  is  somewhat  but  not  too  seriously  weakened  by  a 
vice  of  feeling."  The  primitive  poet,  Winters  explains,  is 
thus  the  major  poet  on  a  smaller  scale,  while  the  decadent 
poet  is  the  major  poet  with  some  important  faculty  absent. 
He  regards  William  Carlos  Williams  as  an  example  of  the 
former,  Wallace  Stevens  as  an  example  of  the  latter. 

These  distinctions  are  valid,  and  although  his  use  of  the 
terms,  like  his  use  of  "obscurantism,"  is  almost  wholly 
arbitrary,  bearing  no  particular  relation  to  the  etymological 
origins  of  the  words  or  their  traditional  usages,  there  is 
probably  no  reason  why  he  shouldn't  call  "primitive"  and 
"decadent"  what  another  writer  might  call  "minor"  and 
"defective"  or  a  third  "X"  and  "Y."  However,  Winters 
creates  confusion  by  also  using  "decadent"  in  a  more 
traditional  sense,  as  where  he  says  that  Sidney  and  Spenser 
are  decadents  "for  they  are  concerned  with  relatively 
meaningless  fabrications  of  procedure,"  or  attacks  Henry 
Adams  as  the  decadence  of  Puritanism  and  Swinburne  as 
"the  decadence  of  a  literary  tradition."  Finally,  the  partic- 
ular enemy  of  Winters's  morality  is  something  he  calls 
"hedonism,"  which  led  Cleanth  Brooks  to  tag  him  a  Stoic, 
and  which  he  finds  in  its  purest  form  in  Stevens  (on  the 
very  flimsy  basis,  incidentally,  of  reading  "Sunday  Morn- 
ing" on  the  level  of  paraphrasable  content  alone,  as  he  has 

content  of  the  poem.  Thus  Robinson's  "choice  of  matter,"  "subjects," 
and  "themes"  frequently  constitute  his  morality,  and  a  poem  like 
"Hillcrest"  appears  to  be  moral  and  "counter-romantic"  largely  because 
"it  tells  us  that  life  is  a  very  trying  experience,  to  be  endured  only 
with  pain  and  to  be  understood  only  with  difficulty."  In  other  words, 
a  stoic  poem  dealing  with  "the  endurance  of  suffering"  and  taking 
an  approved  attitude  toward  it  is  a  "moral"  poem. 
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come  increasingly  to  read  poetry,  although  elsewhere  he 
explicitly  condemns  the  method).  The  end-product  of 
hedonism,  he  says,  is  "ennui,"  just  as  the  end-product  of 
Adams's  decadence  is  "confusion,"  and  into  one  or  the 
other  of  those  pits,  Winters  believes,  any  literature  not 
firmly  based  in  morality  must  inevitably  fall. 

For  his  moral  emphasis,  the  core  of  his  critical  position, 
Winters  seems  chiefly  indebted  to  the  neo-humanists,  partic- 
ularly to  Irving  Babbitt  (from  whom  he  also  inherits  the 
example  of  dogmatic  and  intemperate  judgments).  Winters 
has  confessed  to  admiring  Babbitt  and  having  "learned  a 
good  deal  from  him,"  as  well  as  acknowledged  specific 
indebtedness  to  a  number  of  Babbitt's  ideas  and  analyses, 
but  he  seems  to  have  little  use  for  any  of  the  other  neo- 
humanists,  and  he  has  announced  that  he  does  not  con- 
sider himself  to  be  one  of  them.  Moreover,  in  an  essay  in 
C.  Hartley  Grattan's  symposium.  The  Critique  of  Human- 
ism, Winters  bitterly  attacked  the  neo-humanist  movement 
and  many  of  its  spokesmen  for  "bastard  impressionism"  and 
"moral  mechanism,"  not  to  speak  of  bad  writing,  intem- 
perate violence  (an  amusing  charge),  ill-breeding  and 
"spiritual  bankruptcy."  Nevertheless,  Winters's  central  op- 
position to  romanticism  as  seeking  to  "free"  the  emotions 
rather  than  "control"  them  is  the  key  doctrine  of  the  move- 
ment, and  Winters  is  certainly  closer  to  the  neo-humanist 
position  than  he  is  to  any  other. 

Next  to  Winters's  "morality,"  his  metrical  theories 
probably  most  need  explanation.  Winters  pays  a  good 
deal  of  attention  to  scansion,  particularly  in  Primitivism 
and  Decadence,  and  many  of  his  metrical  analyses,  like 
his  above-mentioned  work  on  three  of  Emily  Dickinson's 
poems,  are  genuinely  valuable.  However,  two  serious  errors 
vitiate  much  of  his  metrical  theory  and  some  of  his  metrical 
practice.  The  first  is  what  might  be  called  the  fallacy  of 
imitative  rhythm,  the  idea  that  meters  and  metrical  varia- 
tions alone  serve  to  suggest  (rather  than  to  reinforce) 
meaning  or  mood.  This  theory  has  been  exploded  so  often 
and  so  efficiently  (by  Richards,  among  others),  by  the 
simple  substitution  of  other  words  or  nonsense  syllables 
in  the  same  rhythm,  in  which  form  the  rhythm  produces 
none  of  the  suggestion  that  was  claimed  for  it,  that  it  is 
surprising  to  see  Winters  apparently  still  believing  it.  His 
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second  error  is  the  theory  that  free  verse  is  regular  and 
scannable  in  terms  of  a  long  foot  containing  one  heavy 
accent  and  any  number  of  light  accents  and  unaccented 
syllables;  that  is,  that  it  is  not  free  verse  at  all  but  accentual 
verse.  To  the  establishment  of  this  theory  Winters  has 
devoted  a  long  section  of  Primitivism  and  Decadence  and 
has  created  a  vast  and  elaborate  rationale,  permitting  so 
many  types  of  exceptions  and  irregular  lines  that  they 
cover  anything  that  does  not  fit  into  his  scansion.  Winters 
takes  up  the  inevitable,  and  utterly  damning,  question  of 
why  any  passage  of  prose,  including  his  own,  could  not 
be  scanned  in  the  same  fashion,  but  except  for  the  argu- 
ments that  the  syllabic  arrangement  of  prose  is  accidental, 
while  the  same  syllabic  arrangement  in  free  verse  would 
presumably  be  intentional,  and  that  some  sense  of  the 
rhythm  he  describes  is  felt  in  free  verse  and  not  in  prose, 
he  has  no  answer  to  it. 

The  "science"  of  metrics  has  always  been,  to  the  extent 
that  most  of  it  exists  in  the  scanner's  mind  and  not  on  the 
page,  a  form  of  sleight-of-hand  (so  that,  for  example, 
Hopkins  could  scan  anything  in  a  falling  rhythm  by  the 
simple  expedient  of  beginning  each  foot  with  the  accented 
syllable — he  could  have  scanned  everything  in  a  rising 
rhythm  just  as  easily  by  beginning  the  feet  a  syllable 
later),  and  on  that  basis  Winters's  scansion  of  free  verse 
is  probably  no  more  illegitimate  than  most  arbitrary  scan- 
sions. When  he  writes  free  verse,  however,  on  the  basis  of 
his  own  system  of  scansion.  Winters  is  roughly  in  the  posi- 
tion of  a  magician  off  the  stage  whose  pocket  handkerchief 
still   stubbornly   keeps   turning  into   the   American  flag.^ 

Any  general  estimate  of  Yvor  Winters  must  take  account 
of  his  failings  and  limitations.  One  of  the  most  apparent 
is  the  narrowness  of  his  knowledge.  Winters  is  fairly  well 
read,  but  seemingly  only  within  a  very  restricted  compass, 
specifically  the  English  and  American  novel  and  English, 
American,  and  modern  French  poetry.  He  seems  to  be 

^  It  is  not  within  the  province  of  this  essay  to  examine  Winters's 
poetry,  but  it  may  be  in  order  here  to  note  that  what  of  it  I  have  read 
seems  always  remarkably  consistent  with  his  critical  principles:  that  is, 
traditional  in  form,  moral,  heavily  classical,  and  somewhat  old-fashioned. 
Much  of  it  is  occasional  or  dedicatory  in  nature,  all  of  it  is  restrained, 
and  it  simply  depends  on  one's  personal  preference  whether  it  seems 
graceful  and  quietly  moving  or  academic  and  deadly  dull. 


and  Evaluation  in  Criticism  47 

totally  unfamiliar  with  any  Continental  literature  other 
than  the  French,  and  except  for  Dante  I  can  recall  no 
mention  in  all  his  critical  writing  of  any  imaginative  au- 
thor who  did  not  write  in  English  or  French,  and  the 
French  references  are  limited.  To  choose  a  few  names  at 
random,  Winters  has  never  mentioned  Dostoyevsky  or 
Pushkin,  Boccaccio  or  Petrarch,  Goethe  or  Heine,  Cer- 
vantes or  Lope  de  Vega,  or  even  Stendhal  or  Villon.  This 
is  not  to  insist  that  he  discuss  foreign  writers,  particularly 
since  he  seems  to  be  scrupulous  about  not  referring  to  a 
man  he  is  unable  to  read  in  the  original,  but  simply  to 
make  the  point  that  it  is  absurd  to  list  the  great  novelists  or 
poets,  as  Winters  has  done  endlessly,  and  make  them  all 
English  and  American. 

Even  in  his  own  specialties  there  are  curious  gaps  in 
Winters's  knowledge.  He  did  a  long  and  detailed  chapter 
on  Hawthorne  without  seeming  to  know  of  the  existence  of 
Hawthorne's  extremely  realistic  and  reportorial  Journals, 
let  alone  having  read  them.  He  makes  a  number  of  highly 
debatable  statements  about  the  history  of  English  poetry 
without  offering  any  evidence  or  documentation  for  them, 
as  Ransom  has  pointed  out,  and,  as  Horace  Gregory  has 
charged,  seems  not  to  know  the  difference  between  Eliza- 
bethan and  early  Tudor  verse. 

Along  with  his  limitations  of  knowledge,  Winters  fre- 
quently suffers  from  a  refusal  to  use  his  mind.  There  are 
enough  real  contradictions  in  Eliot's  critical  thought,  for 
example,  to  make  it  unnecessary  for  Winters  to  invent 
others,  as  he  has  done  by  the  simple  process  of  finding  two 
superficially  contradictory  passages  and  refusing  to  resolve 
them  by  reading  them  on  any  level  except  the  literal. 
Taking  an  apparent  pride  in  ignorance.  Winters  has  cited 
a  sonnet  of  Edwin  Arlington  Robinson's,  "En  Passant," 
"for  which  I  am  unable  to  offer  an  explanation,"  and  has 
boasted  that  the  significance  of  the  title  of  Stevens's  poem 
"The  Comedian  as  the  Letter  C,"  "I  regret  to  say,  escapes 
both  my  learning  and  my  ingenuity."  It  did  not,  however, 
escape  the  learning  and  ingenuity  of  R.  P.  Blackmur,  who 
published,  in  the  Hound  &  Horn  in  1932  and  on  page  101 
of  The  Double  Agent  in  1935,  a  remarkable  and  com- 
pletely satisfying  interpretation  of  the  title.  One  might 
wish  that  where  Winters  refuses  to  think  he  would  at  least 
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consent  to  draw  on  the  thought  of  others,  particularly 
when  it  has  been  available  to  him  for  a  decade.^ 

The  products  of  this  occasional  ignorance  and  mental 
rigidity  are  a  number  of  opinions  that  are  not  so  much 
overdogmatic  or  eccentric  as  simply  ridiculous.  Winters  has 
descrit)ed  Shakespeare  as  having  written  Macbeth  and 
Othello  in  order  to  put  a  moral  evaluation  of  sin  on  record. 
He  has  announced  that  Henry  Adams's  History  of  the 
United  States  is  "the  greatest  historical  work  in  English," 
with  the  exception  of  Gibbon,  not  by  way  of  praising 
Adams,  whom  he  detests,  but  in  order  to  club  Adams's 
other  books  with  it.  (Adams  himself,  incidentally,  al- 
though Winters  does  not  mention  and  may  not  know  it, 
wrote  that  he  preferred  a  dozen  pages  of  his  novel  Esther 
to  the  whole  history,  "including  maps  and  indices.")  Win- 
ters has  identified  Matthew  Arnold  as  "one  of  the  great 
poets  of  the  nineteenth  century"  and  "one  of  the  worst 
poets  in  English"  in  the  same  sentence.  He  finds  Carlyle  so 
literally  unmentionable  that  the  only  reference  to  him  in 
Winters's  work  is  a  footnote:  "I  am  simply  taking  it  for 
granted  that  my  reader  feels,  as  I  do,  that  the  less  said 
about  Carlyle  the  better,"  reinforced  by  omission  from 
the  book's  index.  Finally,  he  has  found  the  "tone"  of 
Yeats  and  Robinson  Jeffers  similar,  and  has  traced  T.  S. 
Eliot's  theories  of  poetry  back  to  those  of  Edgar  Allan 
Poe. 

Winters's  political  and  social  ideas  also  seem  to  have  a 
bearing  on  his  critical  opinions.  "Winters'  position  is  that 
of  the  Christian,"  Alan  Swallow  writes  of  him  in  the 
Rocky  Mountain  Review,  but  although  advocating  "the 
discipline  fostered  by  the  Catholic  and  Anglo-Catholic 
Churches,"  Winters  has  identified  himself  as  "one  of  the 
unregenerate;  I  am  not  a  Christian,"  and  he  prefers  Irving 
Babbitt's  label  "reactionary,"  used  as  a  term  of  highest 
praise.   Winters    would    probably    deny    making   literary 

'T.  Weiss,  in  his  brilliant  analysis  of  Winters's  critical  failings  in 
"The  Nonsense  of  Winters'  Anatomy,"  in  the  Quaiteily  Review  of 
Literature,  Spring  1944  and  Summer  1944,  comes  to  a  conclusion 
somewhat  more  extreme  than  mine,  that  Winters's  troubles  stem  from 
a  fundamental  "inability  to  read,'-  "inability  to  write,"  and  "inability  to 
understand  poetry."  I  am  indebted  to  Weiss's  excellent  study  for  a 
number  of  insights,  I  am  in  general  agreement  with  almost  everything 
it  says,  and  I  am  not  at  all  certain  that  Weiss  is  not  right  on  this 
point  too. 
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judgments  on  the  basis  of  political  prejudice,  but,  to  choose 
two  obvious  examples,  it  is  hard  to  interpret  his  bitter  at- 
tack on  Parrington's  Main  Currents  in  American  Thought 
and  Bernard  Smith's  Forces  in  American  Criticism,  in  Post 
Scripta  II  and  III  of  Anatomy  of  Nonsense,  as  made  on 
any  but  that  basis. 

Like  Babbitt,  his  mentor  (who  once  wrote:  "there  are 
tastes  that  deserve  the  cudgel").  Winters  is  neither  the 
gentlest  nor  the  best-bred  controversialist  imaginable.  Some 
of  his  worst  invective  is  reserved  for  Henry  Adams,  who 
occupies  approximately  the  same  position  in  Winters's  cos- 
mos that  Rousseau  does  in  Babbitt's  or  that  Satan  does  in 
that  of  the  Fundamentalist  Christian.  He  has  described 
Adams  as  "the  radical  disintegration  of  a  mind,"  and  has 
attacked  him  with  such  moralist  name-calling  as  "hedonist," 
"nihilist,"  "neurotic,"  "childish,"  and  "insolent,"  and,  a 
little  below  the  belt,  charged  that  the  suicide  of  his  wife 
was  the  logical  outcome  of  Adams's  position.  Suicide  for 
an  opponent  is  a  favorite  suggestion  of  Winters's,  whose 
taste  is  perhaps  not  quite  all  that  a  moralist's  should  be, 
and  he  has  proposed  "the  suicide  of  a  gentleman"  at  least 
twice  in  print,  once  for  Robinson  Jeffers  and  once  for 
Eugene  Tolas.  When  Winters  warms  up  to  a  controversy 
he  runs  to  bitter  sarcasm,  and  tends  to  make  remarks  on 
the  order  of  "my  acquaintance  with  the  minds  of  my 
literary  contemporaries  is  extensive  .  .  .  and  to  my  regret 
I  have  found  that  many  of  the  most  brilliant  of  them 
understand  simple  matters  only  with  the  greatest  of  dif- 
ficulty," or  "in  failure  to  note  my  criticism  of  these  lines 
[his  opponent]  adhered  rigidly  to  a  convention  of  contem- 
porary literary  controversy  against  which  it  would  ill  be- 
come a  very  young  writer  like  myself  to  protest." 

Winters  is,  in  fact,  a  wicked  man  to  tangle  with  in  print, 
and  at  one  time  or  another  he  has  quarreled  with  a  good 
percentage  of  contemporary  critics  and  reviewers.  He 
seems  to  read  every  scrap  of  print  that  mentions  his  name, 
and  replies  to  reviews  with  counter-reviews  of  the  reviewer, 
articles  with  counter-articles,  and  chapters  in  books  with 
counter-chapters  in  his  books.  He  never  forgets  an  attack, 
although  he  may  wait  years  to  reply,  but  sometimes  he 
manages  to  forget  details  of  what  he  originally  wrote.  His 
controversy    with    Theodore    Spencer    is    instructive.    In 
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Hound  &  Horn,  April  1933,  in  a  review  of  T.  Sturge 
Moore's  poetry,  Winters  claimed  that  Moore  was  a  greater 
poet  than  Yeats.  In  Hound  &  Horn,  October  1933,  Spencer 
picked  up  Winters's  remark  and  quietly  demolished  it  by 
the  simple  expedient  of  printing  the  first  quatrain  of 
Moore's  "Apuleius  Meditates,"  which  Winters  had  praised 
very  highly,  along  with  the  first  four  lines  of  Yeats's  "Leda 
and  the  Swan."  In  The  Anatomy  of  Nonsense,  in  1943, 
Winters  continued  the  controversy,  charged  Spencer  with 
misquoting  him,  and  completely  misstated  his  original  con- 
tentions! (Any  reader  who  doubts  this  statement  is  invited 
to  check  what  Winters  actually  said  about  Yeats  and 
Moore  against  his  account  of  his  remarks  a  decade  later.) 
When  tactics  like  this  will  not  work.  Winters  descends  to 
simple  abuse.  He  answered  a  review  by  William  Troy,  who 
had  been  neither  harsh  nor  personal,  with  "This  is  merely 
illiterate  foolishness,"  and  charges  of  "careless  examina- 
tion, amateur  thinking,  pretentious  pedantry,  and  aimless 
innuendo."  His  reply,  in  Volume  II,  Number  2,  of  the 
Quarterly  Review  of  Literature,  to  T.  Weiss's  review 
(which,  it  must  be  admitted,  was  both  harsh  and  personal) 
rose  to  a  real  height  of  hysteria,  shrieking  "ignorance," 
"low-grade  abuse,"  "he  cannot  understand  a  sentence," 
"misrepresentation  and  abuse,"  "deliberate  dishonesty," 
and  concluding  gently:  "Weiss  is  an  ignoramus,  a  fool,  and 
a  liar."  One  sentence  of  Winters's  reply  is  so  revealing  as 
to  require  quotation: 

The  reasons  for  answering  him  are  threefold:  I 
believe  that  what  I  have  written  in  my  book  is  im- 
portant, and  I  do  not  wish  to  see  issues  confused;  I 
earn  my  living  as  a  scholar,  and  my  professional 
reputation  is  impugned  by  this  kind  of  thing,  and 
there  are  unfortunately  a  few  persons  in  my  profes- 
sion, and  occasionally  in  places  of  power,  who  believe 
everything  they  see  in  print — I  speak  from  experience, 
not  as  a  theorist;  and  finally  there  is  too  much  of  this 
kind  of  reviewing  going  on  at  present  and  it  ought  to 
be  labelled  for  what  it.  is. 

Here,  perhaps,  in  a  patent  and  rather  frightening  in- 
isecurity,  lies  the  basic  clue  to  both  Winters's  personality 
and  his  criticism.  It  seems  to  be  this  insecurity  that  under- 
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lies  his  grandiose  and  pretentious  projects  announced  and 
never  pursued;  his  sweeping  judgments  given  without  a 
shred  of  evidence,  and  altered  from  one  year  to  the  next; 
his  need  to  impress  by  any  means;  his  private  hierarchies 
of  merit  and  minute  authoritative  gradings;  his  desperate 
need  for  a  claque  as  well  as  his  extreme  susceptibility  to 
any  criticism;  his  insistence  on  such  external  props  and 
rigidities  as  "moral,"  "logical,"  "rational,"  "discipline," 
"control,"  "reactionary";  his  feeling  that  his  poetry  has 
been  unappreciated  and  the  consequent  resentment,  bitter- 
ness, and  projection  into  obscure  and  unappreciated  figures 
like  Jones  Very  and  Elizabeth  Daryush;  his  vaunting  of 
ignorance  and  his  posturings  in  general;  his  bad  manners 
and  abusive  snarlings.  It  adds  up  to  what  might  be  called 
the  "baroque  personality,"  ^^  which  occurs,  like  baroque 
in  general,  at  the  end  of  a  line,  when  all  functional  pos- 
sibilities seem  exhausted,  and  the  only  way  to  counteract 
consequent  insecurity  and  sense  of  failure  is  through 
more  and  more  massive  and  grandiose  ornamentation. 
Many  of  the  dogmatic  evaluators  preceding  Winters,  from 
Rymer  and  Dennis  to  Mencken  and  Pound,  seem  baroque 
and  insecure  in  precisely  this  fashion,  as  does  a  good  part 
of  the  neo-humanist  contingent  Winters  so  much  resembles, 
Irving  Babbitt  in  particular. 

In  terms  of  this  baroque  personality,  many  of  Winters's 
concepts  and  ideas  become  more  readily  comprehensible. 
For  example,  one  of  his  contributions  to  modern  criticism 
(inherited  from  Babbitt,  but  chiefly  developed  and  prop- 
agated by  Winters)  is  the  concept  of  "the  heresy  of 
expressive  form,"  which  he  defines  as  the  belief  that  dis- 
integration can  best  be  expressed  by  a  disintegrated  or 
chaotic  form,  rather  than  by  an  ordered  or  disciplined 
form.  He  sees  it  as  the  outstanding  characteristic  of  modern 
literature,  particularly  evident  in  Eliot,  Pound,  and  Joyce, 
and  traces  it  to  Coleridge's  doctrine  of  "organic  form." 
As  Weiss  and  a  number  of  others  have  pointed  out,  Eliot, 
Pound,  Joyce,  and  similar  modem  writers  are  not  using  a 
disintegrated  or  chaotic  form,  but  a  disintegrated-^^emm^ 
and  chsiOtic-seeming  form  that  arises  organically  out  of  the 

^°  For  this  concept  of  the  "baroque  personality"  and  many  of  the 
ingredients  that  constitute  it  I  am  indebted,  as  for  so  much  else  in 
this  book,  to  Leonard  Brown. 
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nature  of  their  subject-matter,  but  which  is  nevertheless 
carefully  contrived,  disciplined,  and  ordered  {Finnegans 
Wake  has  so  much  order  we  don't  know  what  to  make  of 
it,  Weiss  points  out)  in  a  sense  and  to  an  extent  that  a 
good  deal  of  contemporary  literature  in  traditional  forms, 
including  Winters's  own  verse,  is  not.  Winters's  problem 
here  would  seem  to  be  that,  himself  requiring  an  externally 
imposed  form  and  discipline  to  support  his  own  self- 
doubts  and  the  weight  of  his  baroque  ornamentation,  he 
cannot  conceive  of  an  internally  imposed  form  arising 
naturally  and  organically  out  of  the  artist's  material. 

Winters  has  contributed  a  number  of  things  of  value 
to  contemporary  criticism:  some  good  metrical  analyses; 
some  brilliant  close  reading  and  studies  of  poetic  structure 
(particularly  in  The  Anatomy  of  Nonsense:  of  Stevens's 
"Anecdote  of  the  Jar,"  Tate's  "Death  of  Little  Boys,"  and 
two  lines  from  Browning's  "Serenade  at  the  Villa");  a 
salutary  insistence  on  "the  intellectual  and  moral  signifi- 
cance of  literary  forms,"  and  the  relationship  between 
beliefs  and  forms  (although  most  of  the  specific  relation- 
ships and  significances  he  points  out  are  foolish).  Mosf 
important,  he  has,  almost  single-handedly,  kept  an  impor- 
tant critical  function,  evaluation,  alive  for  us.  His  eval- 
uations tend  to  be  made  in  terms  that  are  semantically 
meaningless,  contradictory,  purely  subjective,  and  never  de- 
fined: "great,"  "superior,"  "major,"  "masterpiece,"  "sane," 
"flawed,"  "defects,"  "limitations,"  "civilized,"  "lucid,"  "first 
level,"  "second  level."  He  gives  only  his  conclusions,  al- 
most never  with  any  evidence  approaching  adequacy,  and 
in  a  form  in  which  it  is  impossible  to  argue  with  him  or 
even  understand  what  he  is  trying  to  say.  Nevertheless,  he 
does  evaluate,  does  compare,  contrast,  grade,  rate,  and 
rank,  at  a  time  when  most  serious  criticism  only  analyzes 
and  interprets,  and  when  the  reader  of  a  critical  article  has 
to  go  to  the  newspaper  reviewer  to  find  out  whether  the 
work  is  any  good  or  not  (and  then  is  misinformed  more 
often  than  not).  What  criticism  can  adopt  from  Winters 
is  his  vigor  and  boldness  of  evaluation,  while  making 
sounder  evaluations  than  his,  making  them  on  a  basis  of 
more  significance  to  literature  than  his  concepts  of  "ra- 
tionality" and  "morality,"  and  with  them  giving  the  reader 
the  whole  structure  of  analysis,  to  serve  as  a  basis  for  the 
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reader's  checking  the  evaluation  or  making  his  own  on  the 
evidence.  Winters's  own  five-stage  process  culminating  in 
evaluation  (see  above)  is  a  fairly  good  basis  for  such  a 
process.  Winters  himself  has  seldom  taken  advantage  of  it. 
Testing  it  first  by  turning  it  on  him,  as  this  essay  has 
attempted  to  do,  it  works  out  pretty  well.  We  find  Yvor 
Winters,  in  a  "unique  act  of  judgment"  dogmatic  and  im- 
polite enough  to  flatter  his  methods,  an  excessively  irri- 
tating and  bad  critic  of  some  importance. 


CHAPTER  2 


T.  S.  Eliot 

and  Tradition  in  Criticism 


T.  S.  Eliot's  contribution  to  the  new  criticism  has  been 
chiefly,  as  John  Crowe  Ransom  once  phrased  it,  "the  re- 
covery of  old  criticism."  His  influence  in  this  direction 
has  been  very  great,  and  although  it  is  hard  to  tell  how 
much  of  this  is  the  influence  of  the  criticism  itself  and 
how  much  is  respect  for  his  authority  as  one  of  the  fore- 
most living  poets,  Eliot  is  undoubtedly  our  chief  spokes- 
man for  a  critical  viewpoint  that  can  be  roughly  called 
"traditional."  He  is  a  critic  after  the  fashion  of  the  poet- 
critics  of  earlier  centuries,  not  so  much  a  professional 
analyst  of  literature  as  a  professional  poet  with  a  public 
function  to  perform.  All  his  volumes  of  criticism  are  ar- 
rangements and  rearrangements  of  the  seventy-odd  essays, 
reviews,  prefaces,  and  lectures  he  has  thought  worth  pre- 
serving, of  the  several  hundred  he  has  written,  and  almost 
none  of  his  criticism  has  not  first  either  appeared  in  a 
periodical,  prefaced  someone  else's  work  in  a  book,  or 
been  delivered  from  a  platform. 

Eliot  believes  that  criticism  functions  as  a  service  to  the 
reader  of  poetry  and  has  spoken  of  the  "preposterous  as- 
sumption" that  it  is  an  autotelic  activity.  He  sees  this 
reader-service  as  dual,  one  function  "the  elucidation  of 
art  and  the  correction  of  taste,"  the  other  "to  bring  the 
poet  back  to  life."  The  "tools"  of  the  critic,  with  which 
he  performs  these  functions,  are  "comparison  and  analy- 
sis," and  the  end  of  criticism  is  to  establish  a  "tradition," 
a  continuity,  between  present  literature  and  taste  and  the 
literature  of  the  past. 

The  word  "tradition"  is  undoubtedly  the  key  term  in 
Eliot's  critical  writing,  and  what  he  means  by  it  is  at  least 
as  shifting  and  complex  as  what  Winters  means  by  "moral" 
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or  what  Empson  means  by  "ambiguity"  (though  Empson, 
unlike  Eliot  and  Winters,  recognizes  the  ambiguity  of 
"ambiguity").  Sometimes,  like  Winters's  "moral,"  Eliot's 
"traditional"  means  no  more  than  "good,"  that  he  likes  the 
work;  and  sometimes,  as  Ransom  has  pointed  out,  the 
concept  of  "tradition"  is  simply  a  metaphorical  way  of 
telling  a  writer  not  to  be  "too  new."  Actually  Eliot's  "tra- 
dition" is  a  utilitarian  concept,  and  he  constantly  empha- 
sizes the  using  of  the  tradition.  He  writes,  for  example,  of 
Jonson:  "We  can  even  apply  him,  be  aware  of  him  as  a 
part  of  our  literary  inheritance  craving  further  expression." 
The  best  way  to  find  out  what  Eliot  means  by  tradition, 
then,  would  be  to  watch  it  operating  in  his  work. 

Perhaps  Eliot's  most  detailed  use  of  tradition  in  a  rela- 
tively pure  literary  sense  is  the  second  half,  entitled  "The 
Hawthorne  Aspect,"  of  his  essay  "Henry  James,"  written 
for  the  James  number  of  the  Little  Review  in  1918  and 
not  included  in  the  Selected  Essays  in  1932.  He  exhibits 
James  against  the  background  of  Hawthorne;  thus  illumi- 
nating the  fiction  of  both  of  them  by  the  comparison, 
asserting  James's  basic  Americanism,  and  showing  in  de- 
tail what  permanencies  and  what  modifications  are  revealed 
in  a  literary  tradition  when  it  carries  over  a  period  of 
time. 

A  different  and  more  characteristic  use  of  tradition, 
this  time  for  essentially  nonliterary  ends,  is  found  in  such 
essays  of  Eliot's  as  the  ones  on  Bishop  Andrewes  and 
Archbishop  Bramhall  in  For  Lancelot  Andrewes  (1928), 
where  he  attempts  to  refurbish,  amplify,  and  even  arti- 
ficially provide  an  Anglican  literary  tradition.  He  claims 
that  Andrewes's  sermons  "rank  with  the  finest  English 
prose  of  their  time,  of  any  time,"  and  are  superior  to 
Donne's  because  Donne's  motives  were  "impure"  and  he 
lacked  "spiritual  discipline,"  a  deficiency  that  has  had 
the  effect  of  making  Donne's  sermons  more  widely  known. 
Thus,  at  one  blow,  Eliot  establishes  a  literary  tradition  on 
the  basis  of  criteria  that  are  wholly  ethical,  attacks  a  great 
writer,  as  writer,  with  a  whispered  hint  of  apostasy  or  at 
least  careerism  in  his  clerical  profession,  and  exalts  a  right 
relation  to  the  English  Church  as  the  fount  not  only  of 
salvation  in  a  future  life  but  of  the  best  prose  here  and 
now.  Eliot  does  a  similar  job  with  Bramhall,  beginning 
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with  his  philosophic  usefulness  as  the  scourge  of  Hobbes's 
materialism  ("so  similar  to  that  of  contemporary  Russia") 
and  ending  with  Bramhall  somehow  secure  on  a  pinnacle 
of  prose  excellence. 

Even  at  its  broadest  (that  is,  in  the  earlier  essays), 
Eliot's  tradition  is  highly  exclusive.  It  seeks  out  the  classic 
and  excludes  the  romantic,  and  by  "romantic"  Eliot  means 
a  great  many  writers  he  does  not  like:  the  classic  is  "com- 
plete," "adult,"  and  "orderly"  where  the  romantic  is  "frag- 
mentary," "immature,"  and  "chaotic."  This  is  not  quite  the 
same  as  dismissing  the  nineteenth  century  in  toto,  as 
Pound  did  (contrary  to  popular  opinion,  and  unlike  the 
much  more  consistent  classicist  Pound,  Eliot  tends  to 
praise  the  poetry  of  Milton,  Blake,  Keats,  and  Tennyson 
and  dislikes  that  of  Pope),  but  Eliot  in  general  sees  his 
task  as  the  substitution  of  his  "tradition"  for  theirs:  rescu- 
ing the  Elizabethan  dramatists  from  Lamb  and  Swinburne, 
combating  the  verdict  of  Hazlitt  and  Pater  on  Dryden, 
and  in  general  reversing  the  nineteenth  century's  hierarchy. 

Eliot  carries  a  good  share  of  the  weight  of  tradition  in 
his  criticism  by  his  prose  style.  It  is  formal,  reserved, 
eloquent  without  ever  becoming  shrill,  and  at  once  highly 
stylized  and  transparently  clear;  an  eighteenth-century 
style  larded  with  twentieth-century  terminology.  It  gives 
the  effect,  frequently  delusive,  of  being  far  removed  from 
the  tawdry  concerns  of  the  present  in  a  concentration  on 
the  timeless.  In  part,  of  course,  this  effect  is  obtained  by 
Eliot's  resolute  refusal  to  print  in  book  form  (with  a  very 
few  exceptions)  his  criticism  of  contemporaries.  His  Har- 
vard lectures  in  1933  on  James,  Pound,  Joyce,  and  Law- 
rence, for  example,  still  languish  unprinted,  and  he  has 
never  collected  his  six  appreciations  of  Pound,  his  pieces 
on  other  modern  writers,  or  the  various  introductions  he 
has  written  for  contemporary  books.^  The  sense  Eliot's 

^  Some  of  Eliot's  published  pieces  on  his  more  distinguished  contem- 
poraries warrant  listing,  for  those  who  might  be  interested  in  looking 
them  up.  He  has  done  at  least  six  on  Pound:  Ezra  Pound:  His  Metric 
and  Poetry,  a  pamphlet  published  in  1917;  "A  Note  on  Ezra  Pound" 
in  Today,  September  1918;  "The  Method  of  Mr.  Pound"  in  the 
Athenaeum,  October  24,  1919;  the  Introduction  to  Pound's  Selected 
Poems  in  1928,  which  he  edited;  an  article  in  the  Dia],  January  1928, 
entitled  "Isolated  Superiority";  and  "Ezra  Pound,"  in  Poetry;  A 
Magazine  of  Verse,  September  1946.  He  has  written  on  Joyce  in 
"Ulysses,  Order  and  Myth,"   in   the  Dial,   November    1923,   and  an 
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prose  gives  of  being  non-temporal  is  so  sharp,  in  fact,  that 
coming  on  footnote  references  to  contemporary  literary 
controversies  in  his  work  is  always  a  shock.  This  emeritus 
quality,  incidentally,  has  not  developed  with  time.  The  first 
essays  Eliot  published,  in  his  twenties,  gave  the  same 
courtly-old-gentleman  effect,  and  in  fact  the  work  of  the 
past  few  years  is  relatively  mellow  and  informal  by  com- 
parison. 

The  chief  fault  of  Eliot's  tradition  lies  in  its  omissions. 
Not  only  has  he  paid  almost  no  attention  to  contempo- 
raries (which  might  be  excusable  in  a  critic  like  Sainte- 
Beuve,  since  biographical  data  is  never  rounded  out  until 
the  subject's  death,  but  is  certainly  inexcusable  on  the 
basis  of  any  method  that  claims  to  judge  the  new  against 
a  background  of  literary  tradition),  but  he  has  dealt  with 
few  Americans  of  any  period  (Poe  is  perhaps  the  only  one 
he  mentions  with  any  frequency).  Except  for  a  few  pref- 
aces to  books  by  such  authors  as  Pound,  Marianne  Moore, 
and  Djuna  Barnes  (in  some  cases,  I  believe,  Criterion  re- 
views reprinted)  he  seems  never  to  have  devoted  an  essay 
to  any  American  creative  writer  but  Henry  James,  and 
never  reprinted  that  after  its  first  publication.  Despite  F.  O. 
Matthiessen's  noble  effort,  in  The  Achievement  of  T.  S. 
Eliot,  to  place  him  in  the  American  tradition — Puritanism, 
Dante  scholarship  at  Harvard,  similarity  of  theme  and 
manner  to  Hawthorne,  Emily  Dickinson,  and  James — Eliot 
seems  almost  entirely  blind  to  the  American  tradition,  if 
not  in  flight  from  it. 

Just  as  the  Americans  are  omitted,  a  noble  literary  roster 
could  be  compiled  of  the  authors  who  do  not  seem  to  be 
in  Eliot's  tradition.  As  Matthiessen  has  pointed  out,  "there 
is  a  conspicuous  lack  of  comment  on  Chaucer  in  Eliot's 
criticism,"  as  there  is  on  Skelton  and  almost  all  pre- 
Elizabethan  English  poets.  He  has  written  on  no  Italians 
but  Dante  and  Machiavelli,  no  Romans  but  Seneca,  no 
Greeks  but  Euripides,  no  French  authors  (curiously 
enough,  since  French  poetry  has  greatly  influenced  his  own 

Introductory  Note  to  his  selection  of  Joyce's  prose,  Introducing  James 
Joyce,  in  1942;  on  Proust  in  the  Criterion,  October  1926;  on  Yeats  in 
the  Southern  Review,  Winter  1942  (a  published  lecture) ;  and  on 
Valery  in  an  Introduction  to  an  English  edition  of  Le  Serpent  in 
1924,  and  in  the  Quarterly  Review  of  Literature,  Volume  III,  No.  3 
(a  brief  obituary  tribute  reprinted  from  Cahiers  du  Sud). 
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work)  but  Baudelaire  and  Pascal,  and  on  little  imaginative 
prose  of  any  sort.  In  Eliot's  tradition  there  is  seemingly  no 
room  for  Homer,  Villon,  Goethe,  Cervantes,  or  any  of  the 
great  masters  of  the  novel  except  James. 

The  two  chief  personal  faults  that  limit  Eliot's  criticism 
are  a  fuzzy  and  contradictory  thinking  that  results  in  key 
terms  that  are  meaningless  or  nebulous  (or  a  nebulous 
terminology  that  results  in  fuzzy  and  contradictory  writ- 
ing, depending  on  how  you  look  at  it),  and  an  extra- 
literary  irritation,  grown  more  frequent  of  late,  with  his 
subjects.  The  first  is  central  to  his  thought  and  it  is  im- 
possible to  read  Eliot's  criticism  for  very  long  without 
beginning  to  feel  that  he  is  making  statements  in  a  lan- 
guage in  which  it  is  impossible  to  discuss  the  matter  with 
him.  In  one  of  his  finest  essays,  "Experiment  in  Criticism,'* 
which  appeared  in  the  Bookman  for  November  1929  and 
which  he  has  never  reprinted,^  Eliot  states:  "There  is  an 
urgent  need  for  experiment  in  criticism  of  a  new  kind, 
which  will  consist  largely  in  a  logical  and  dialectic  study 
of  the  terms  used."  Despite  this  excellent  avowal,  which 
he  may  not  have  meant  for  himself,  Eliot  has  constantly 
refused  to  study  or  even  define  the  terms  he  uses,  resorting 
to  such  evasions  as:  "In  making  this  statement  I  refuse 
to  be  drawn  into  any  discussion  of  the  definitions  of  'per- 
sonality' and  'character,'  "  or  "But  if  any  one  complains 
that  I  have  not  defined  truth,  or  fact,  or  reality,  I  can 
only  say  apologetically  that  it  was  no  part  of  my  purpose 
to  do  so,  but  only  to  find  a  scheme  into  which,  whatever 
they  are,  they  will  fit,  if  they  exist."  Sometimes  Eliot  writes 
passages  that  appear  to  be  entirely  meaningless  manipula- 
tions of  terms  cloudy  enough  to  give  the  semblance  of 
conveying  a  critical  judgment,  like  the  following,  of  Ros- 
tand: 

Not  only  as  a  dramatist,  but  as  a  poet,  he  is  supe- 
rior to  Maeterlinck,  whose  drama,  in  failing  to  be 
dramatic,  fails  also  to  be  poetic.  Maeterlinck  has  a 
literary  perception  of  the  dramatic  and  a  literary  per- 
ception of  the  poetic,  and  he  joins  the  two;  the  two 
are  not,  as  sometimes  they  are  in  the  work  of  Ros- 

*  Originally  a  lecture  to  the  City  Literary  Institute  of  London,  it 
was  published  with  related  lectures  by  others  in  Tradition  and  Experi- 
ment in  Present-Day  Literature   (1929). 


and  Tradition  in  Criticism  59 

tand,  fused;  his  characters  take  no  conscious  delight 
in  their  role — they  are  sentimental.  With  Rostand  the 
centre  of  gravity  is  in  the  expression  of  the  emotion, 
not  as  with  Maeterlinck  in  the  emotion  which  cannot 
be  expressed. 

Principally  as  a  result  of  Eliot's  use  of  terms  like  these, 
almost  every  writer  who  has  ever  discussed  his  criticism 
has  caught  him  in  contradictions.  Lionel  Trilling,  for  ex- 
ample, found  Eliot  making  a  distinction  between  "poetry" 
and  "verse,"  for  Kipling's  benefit,  in  his  introduction  to 
A  Choice  of  Kipling's  Verse,  which  Eliot  had  himself  de- 
molished in  his  Dryden  essay  many  years  before,  as  made 
by  Arnold  against  Dryden.  Yvor  Winters,  in  a  chapter  in 
The  Anatomy  of  Nonsense  that  charges  contradiction  after 
contradiction  in  Eliot's  critical  thinking  (many  of  them, 
it  must  be  admitted,  based  on  no  more  than  Winters's  own 
refusal  to  read  clearly,  in  context),  has  noted  at  least  one 
actual  howler,  Eliot's  damning  as  "heretical"  in  After 
Strange  Gods  (1934)  a  statement  of  Herbert  Read's  that 
poetry  is  the  product  of  our  personality,  which  we  should 
not  attempt  to  remake,  and  then  in  the  same  book  de- 
fending himself  against  charges  of  inconsistency  between 
his  poetry  and  prose  with  a  variant  of  Read's  heretical 
argument. 

One  of  the  reasons  for  these  contradictions  is  a  trick 
Eliot  undoubtedly  learned  from  Pound,  of  proposing  theo- 
ries he  doesn't  himself  believe,  just  to  hear  the  roar.  In 
at  least  one  place  he  has  been  explicit  about  this.  He  writes 
in  "Shakespeare  and  the  Stoicism  of  Seneca": 

I  propose  a  Shakespeare  under  the  influence  of  the 
stoicism  of  Seneca.  But  I  do  not  believe  that  Shake- 
speare was  under  the  influence  of  Seneca.  I  propose  it 
largely  because  I  believe  that  after  the  Montaigne 
Shakespeare  (not  that  Montaigne  had  any  philosophy 
whatever)  and  after  the  Machiavelli  Shakespeare,  a 
stoical  or  Senecan  Shakespeare  is  almost  certain  to 
be  produced.  I  wish  merely  to  disinfect  the  Senecan 
Shakespeare  before  he  appears.  My  ambitions  would 
be  realized  if  I  could  prevent  him,  in  so  doing,  from 
appearing  at  all. 
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After  which,  naturally,  he  goes  on  to  demonstrate  the 
influence  of  the  stoicism  of  Seneca  on  Shakespeare,  which 
he  returns  to  again  and  again  in  his  work. 

Another  reason  for  the  contradictions  Eliot  has  ex- 
plained himself.  "I  can  never  reread  any  of  my  own  prose 
writings  without  acute  embarrassment,"  he  writes  in  "The 
Music  of  Poetry."  "I  shirk  the  task,  and  consequently  may 
not  take  account  of  all  the  assertions  to  which  I  have  at 
one  time  or  another  committed  myself;  I  may  often  repeat 
what  I  have  said  before,  and  I  may  equally  well  contradict 
myself."  This  could  conceivably  be  a  joke,  except  that  it 
would  be  a  quite  uncharacteristic  joke  (Eliot  is  addicted 
to  being  deprecatory  about  his  own  work,  but  not  comic), 
and  that  Eliot  has  repeated  it  at  various  times,  among 
them  a  particularly  solemn  occasion,  his  Memorial  Lec- 
ture for  Yeats.  It  is  almost  certain  that  Eliot  is  using  it 
as  a  perfectly  serious  apology  for  contradictions,  with  no 
sense  of  its  pettishness  compared  even  to  Whitman's  silly 
but  rather  grand:  "Do  I  contradict  myself?  Very  well  then, 
I  contradict  myself,  (I  am  large,  I  contain  multitudes)." 

Eliot's  peculiar  irritation  with  the  subjects  he  is  criti- 
cizing results  in  another  rather  untraditional  trick,  his 
pretense  of  not  understanding  simple  poetry.  He  has  pro- 
tested that  he  is  able  to  make  no  sense  whatsoever  of  the 
fifth  stanza  of  Shelley's  "To  a  Skylark,"  the  messy  but 
certainly  understandable : 

Keen  as  are  the  arrows 

Of  that  silver  sphere. 
Whose  intense  lamp  narrows 

In  the  white  dawn  clear 
Until  we  hardly  see — we  feel  that  it  is  there. 

He  has  maintained  that  Keats's  line:  "Beauty  is  truth,  truth 
beauty,"  "means  nothing  to  me,"  and  so  on.  It  is  obvious 
that  this  sudden  pose  of  duU-wittedness  is  meant  as  So- 
cratic  irony,  both  from  the  examples  he  chooses  (always 
the  fuzzier  sentiments  of  romantic  poets),  and  from  the 
fact  that  he  has  praised  F.  H.  Bradley  for  "his  habit  of 
discomfiting  an  opponent  with  a  sudden  profession  of  ig- 
norance." It  is  ironic  that  one  of  his  bitterest  critics,  Yvor 
Winters,  should  have  attacked  him  almost  exclusively  in 
that  fashion. 
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The  other  form  Ehot's  growing  irritation  with  writers 
takes  is  his  habit  of  reproaching  them  for  not  being  some- 
thing else  he  would  have  found  more  satisfactory.  Blake 
and  Shakespeare  should  have  had  a  better  philosophy,  the 
Victorian  poets  shouldn't  have  written  so  much,  Goethe 
shouldn't  have  written  poetry  at  all  ("his  true  role  was 
that  of  a  man  of  the  world  and  sage — a  La  Rochefoucauld, 
a  La  Bruyere,  a  Vauvenargues"),  Shakespeare  should  have 
written  Othello  so  Rymer  couldn't  have  raised  his  objec- 
tions, Shelley  should  have  been  a  better  man,  and  so  on. 


2. 
A  rewarding  way  to  study  Eliot's  work  in  detail  is  to 
annotate  his  essay  "Tradition  and  the  Individual  Talent," 
which  was  first  printed  in  1917  and  which  after  more  than 
a  quarter  of  a  century  is  still  his  most  important  essay 
and  the  key  to  all  his  later  work.  Implicit  within  it  are  all 
the  later  developments,  and  some  attempt  will  be  made 
in  this  section  to  note  a  few  of  those  implications. 

(1)  Yet  if  the  only  form  of  tradition,  of  handing 
down,  consisted  in  following  the  ways  of  the  immedi- 
ate generation  before  us  in  a  blind  or  timid  adherence 
to  its  successes,  "tradition"  should  positively  be  dis- 
couraged. 

Eliot  seems  to  hold  a  curious  doctrine  that  tradition 
always  skips  the  preceding  generation.  In  the  essay  "Bau- 
delaire in  Our  Time"  in  For  Lancelot  Andrew es  he  has 
documented  this  with  an  arbitrary  and  rather  foolish  list- 
ing of  the  last  five  literary  generations:  (1)  Baudelaire, 
(2)  Huxley,  Tyndall,  George  Eliot,  and  Gladstone,  (3) 
Symons,  Dowson,  and  Wilde,  (4)  Shaw,  Wells,  and  Lytton 
Strachey,  (5)  Eliot  and  his  school.  Eliot  claims  that  his 
continuity  embraces  (1),  (3),  and  (5),  and  he  leaves  (2) 
and  (4)  to  embrace  each  other. 

(2)  It  [tradition]  involves,  in  the  first  place,  the  his- 
torical sense,  which  we  may  call  nearly  indispensable 
to  anyone  who  would  continue  to  be  a  poet  beyond 
his  twenty-fifth  year;  and  the  historical  sense  involves 
a  perception,  not  only  of  the  pastness  of  the  past,  but 
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of  its  presence;  the  historical  sense  compels  a  man  to 
write  not  merely  with  his  own  generation  in  his  bones, 
but  with  a  feeling  that  the  whole  of  the  literature  of 
Europe  from  Homer  and  within  it  the  whole  of  the 
literature  of  his  own  country  has  a  simultaneous  ex- 
istence and  composes  a  simultaneous  order.  This  his- 
torical sense,  which  is  a  sense  of  the  timeless  as  well 
as  the  temporal  and  of  the  timeless  and  of  the  tem- 
poral together,  is  what  makes  a  writer  traditional. 

Eliot  is  using  "historical"  here  in  a  curious  sense,  and 
the  ambiguity  of  the  word  has  made  for  something  of  a 
critical  controversy  over  whether  or  not  Eliot's  critical 
method  is  "historical."  Edmund  Wilson,  in  Axel's  Castle 
and  in  an  essay  on  "The  Historical  Interpretation  of  Lit- 
erature," has  discussed  Eliot  as  the  very  type  of  the  un- 
historical  critic,  one  who  treats  all  literature  as  though  it 
coexisted  simultaneously,  comparing  and  judging  it  by  ab- 
solute standards,  in  a  temporal  vacuum.  John  Crowe  Ran- 
som, on  the  other  hand,  chose  Eliot  as  his  example  of 
"The  Historical  Critic"  in  The  New  Criticism,  pointing  out 
that  Eliot  "uses  his  historical  studies  for  the  sake  of  lit- 
erary understanding."  Obviously,  the  parties  in  the  con- 
troversy are  using  "historical"  in  two  different  senses: 
Wilson  meaning  the  use  of  contextual  or  relative  criteria. 
Ransom  (and  apparently  Eliot  himself)  meaning  historical 
knowledge  or  awareness  of  the  past.  Even  in  Wilson's 
sense,  Eliot  is  sometimes  a  historical  critic,  in  a  Spengler- 
ian  fashion,  as  when,  in  "Shakespeare  and  the  Stoicism  of 
Seneca,"  he  finds  a  common  factor  of  social  dissolution 
in  Elizabethan  England  and  imperial  Rome  and  then 
proceeds  to  show  its  reflection  in  their  literatures.  Gen- 
erally, however,  he  is  laughably  non-historical  in  this  sense, 
and  when  he  writes:  "Whether  the  arts  flourish  best  in  a 
period  of  growth  and  expansion,  or  in  one  of  decay,  is  a 
question  that  I  cannot  answer,"  the  word  "best"  is  almost 
the  ultimate  in  non-historicity.  Considering  Eliot's  addi- 
tional statement  that  he  cannot  understand  why  poetic 
drama  seems  to  have  died,  it  might  be  suggested  as  a 
tentative  resolution  of  the  controversy  that  Eliot  does  not 
know  enough  history,  in  Ransom's  sense,  to  be  a  consistent 
historical  critic  in  Wilson's  sense. 
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(3)  Whoever  has  approved  this  idea  of  order,  of  the 
form  of  European,  of  English  Uterature,  will  not  find 
it  preposterous  that  the  past  should  be  altered  by  the 
present  as  much  as  the  present  is  directed  by  the  past. 

Here  are  a  number  of  Eliot's  key  ideas.  "Order"  later 
became  "orthodoxy,"  just  as  "disorder"  became  "hetero- 
doxy" or  "heresy";  the  idea  of  "altering"  past  literature 
became  a  whole  body  of  critical  work  aimed  at  revising 
the  history  of  literature  to  emphasize  his  "tradition";  and 
the  concept  of  "directing"  the  present  by  the  past  flowered 
in  his  religious,  social,  and  political  reaction. 

(4)  To  proceed  to  a  more  intelligible  exposition  of 
the  relation  of  the  poet  to  the  past:  he  can  neither 
take  the  past  as  a  lump,  an  indiscriminate  bolus,  nor 
can  he  form  himself  wholly  on  one  or  two  private 
admirations,  nor  can  he  form  himself  wholly  upon 
one  preferred  period.  .  .  .  The  poet  must  be  very 
conscious  of  the  main  current,  which  does  not  at  all 
flow  invariably  through  the  most  distinguished  repu- 
tations. 

However  true  this  may  be  of  his  poetry  (which  has  al- 
ways been  rather  more  catholic),  it  has  certainly  not  been 
true  of  the  tradition  Eliot  has  created  in  his  criticism.  His 
tradition  has  sometimes  been  an  indiscriminate  bolus,  the 
dead  writers  en  masse;  it  has  always  been  one  or  two 
private  admirations,  principally  Dante  and  Dryden;  it  has 
always  been  a  preferred  period  or  two,  principally  the 
Elizabethan  dramatists  and  the  Metaphysicals;  and  al- 
though it  has  not  been  the  most  distinguished  reputations, 
it  has  not  been  the  main  current,  either,  or  at  best  only 
fragments  of  it. 

(5)  I  am  alive  to  a  usual  objection  to  what  is  clearly 
part  of  my  program  for  the  metier  of  poetry.  The  ob- 
jection is  that  the  doctrine  requires  a  ridiculous 
amount  of  erudition  (pedantry),  a  claim  which  can 
be  rejected  by  appeal  to  the  lives  of  poets  in  any 
pantheon.  .  .  .  Shakespeare  acquired  more  essential 
history  from  Plutarch  than  most  men  could  from  the 
whole  British  Museum. 
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Eliot  sometimes  plays  a  little  game  of  pretending  that 
he  is  the  simple  uneducated  poet  or  critic  awed  by  scholar- 
ship and  writes  such  modest  demurrers  as:  "It  is  not  fit- 
ting that  a  literary  critic  should  retrace  all  this  labor  of 
scholarship,  where  either  his  dissent  or  his  approval  would 
be  an  impertinence."  Nevertheless,  Eliot's  ideal  has  always 
been  the  one  he  inherited  from  Pound  (who  once  de- 
scribed himself  as  a  philological  instrument  "of  the  utmost 
refinement"),  the  scholar-critic.  By  the  standards  of  con- 
temporary criticism,  particularly  in  America,  Eliot's  learn- 
ing is  remarkable,  although  nowhere  near  as  comprehen- 
sive as  that  of  critics  like  George  Saintsbury,  who  are 
primarily  scholars.  Eliot  studied  under  Babbitt  and  Santa- 
yana  at  Harvard,  did  graduate  work  there  in  philosophy, 
read  French  literature  and  philosophy  at  the  Sorbonne,  read 
Greek  philosophy  at  Oxford,  and  spent  two  years  studying 
Sanscrit  and  Indie  philology  and  one  year  studying  Indian 
metaphysics.  Although  he  is  not  polylingual  to  the  extent 
Pound  is,  he  reads  five  languages  besides  English:  Greek, 
Latin,  Italian,  French,  and  Sanscrit,  with  greater  or  lesser 
facility,  and  in  them  his  reading  is  undoubtedly  both 
broader  and  deeper  than  Pound's,  just  as  his  philosophic 
and  scientific  background  is  undoubtedly  superior. 

(6)  What  happens  is  a  continual  surrender  of  himself 
as  he  is  at  the  moment  to  something  which  is  more 
valuable.  The  progress  of  an  artist  is  a  continual  self- 
sacrifice,  a  continual  extinction  of  personality. 

This  is  another  of  Eliot's  key  ideas,  his  theory  of  the 
impersonal  nature  of  art.  Poetry,  he  writes  in  another  place 
in  the  essay,  "is  not  a  turning  loose  of  emotion,  but  an 
escape  from  emotion;  it  is  not  the  expression  of  per- 
sonality, but  an  escape  from  personality."  The  poet  strug- 
gles "to  transmute  his  personal  and  private  agonies  into 
something  rich  and  strange,  something  universal  and  im- 
personal"; the  dramatist's  effort  is  "the  process  of  trans- 
fusion of  the  personality,  or,  in  a  deeper  sense,  the  life, 
of  the  author  into  the  character."  Although  this  has  a 
general  metaphoric  truth,  on  the  literal  level  it  is  obviously 
the  aesthetic  of  a  suffering  man.  Eliot  has  a  positive  terror 
of  personality,  including  his  own,  and  the  overpowering 
discipline  of  a  literary  tradition  is  his  refuge  from  it.  For 
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many  years  the  literary  romantics'  glorification  of  person- 
ality seemed  to  be  the  menace,  but  eventually  he  realized 
that  basically  the  enemy  was  Protestantism.  He  writes  in 
After  Strange  Gods: 

What  I  have  been  leading  up  to  is  the  following 
assertion:  that  when  morals  cease  to  be  a  matter  of 
tradition  and  orthodoxy — ^that  is,  of  the  habits  of  the 
community  formulated,  corrected  and  elevated  by  the 
continuous  thought  and  direction  of  the  Church — and 
when  each  man  is  to  elaborate  his  own,  then  personal- 
ity becomes  a  thing  of  alarming  importance. 

Obviously,  it  is  Eliot,  rather  than  society,  that  is  "alarmed." 

(7)  ...  the  more  perfect  the  artist,  the  more  com- 
pletely separate  in  him  will  be  the  man  who  suffers 
and  the  mind  which  creates;  the  more  perfectly  will 
the  mind  digest  and  transmute  the  passions  which 
are  its  material. 

Not  only  is  art  a  "transmutation"  of  suffering  and  pas- 
sion, Eliot  suggests,  but  the  better  the  art,  the  more  com- 
plete the  transmutation.  This  is  an  artist's  catharsis  to 
match  Aristotle's  audience-catharsis  and  is  actually,  al- 
though Ehot  seems  never  to  have  noticed  it,  the  very 
quintessence  of  romantic  individualism  and  Protestantism, 
a  utilitarianism  that  finds  the  value  of  art  in  its  services  to 
one  superior  individual,  the  artist,  and  thus  the  farthest 
extreme  from  the  tradition  and  from  Catholic  criteria  of 
"communion." 

(8)  The  experience,  you  will  notice,  the  elements 
which  enter  the  presence  of  the  transforming  catalyst, 
are  of  two  kinds:  emotions  and  feelings. 

Eliot's  distinction  between  "emotion"  and  "feeling"  is 
both  very  important  and  very  obscure.  It  seems  to  be  that 
emotion  exists  in  the  poet,  while  feeling  inheres  for  the 
writer  "in  particular  words  or  phrases  or  images."  The 
doctrine  of  the  "objective  correlative,"  which  Eliot  devel- 
oped later  in  his  essay  "Hamlet  and  His  Problems,"  is 
related  to  this  theory,  in  that  the  objective  correlative  is  a 
situation,  containing  inherent  "feehngs,"  that  expresses  the 
poet's  "emotion"  and  evokes  a  similar  "emotion"  in  the 
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reader.  Thus  the  emotion-feeling  distinction  is  a  way  of         ■ 
barring  "emotion"  from  poetry,  in  keeping  with  the  im- 
personal  and   traditional   theories,   and  then   sneaking   it 
back  under  another  name  and  (perhaps)  another  form.  \ 

(9)   And  emotions  which  he  has  never  experienced 
will  serve  his  turn  as  well  as  those  familiar  to  him. 

This  is  a  hint  of  another  basic  belief  of  Eliot's,  closely         ' 
related  to  "impersonalism,"  the  belief  that  art  is  funda-         '. 
mentally  a  closed  system,  and  that  criteria  of  belief  or         '\ 
correspondence  to  reality  are  irrelevant  to  it.  The  fact  that         i 
Dante  had  a  coherent  system  of  thought  behind  him  and 
that  Shakespeare  did  not  (as  Eliot  believes)  is  "an  irrele- 
vant accident";  the  poet  "makes"  poetry  organically  and 
without  belief,  the  way  the  bee  makes  honey  or  the  spider 
secretes  a  filament;  "genuine  poetry  can  communicate  be- 
fore it  is  understood,"  or  in  fact  if  it  is  never  understood;         ! 
the  poet  may  express  the  mood  of  his  generation  "by  some 
strange  accident  while  at  the  same  time  expressing  a  mood         ] 
of  his  own  quite  different"   (here  Eliot  implies  his  own 
experience  with  The  Waste  Land),  and  so  on.  Eliot  has 
formulated  these  beliefs  in  a  theory,  closely  related  to         i 
that  of  I.  A.  Richards,  that  poetic  "assent"  at  the  moment  \ 

of  reading  is  quite  apart  from  questions  of  "belief,"  and         ^ 
has  gone  Richards  one  better  by  adding  that  anything  the 
poet  chooses  to  believe  is  automatically  "established,"  "for 
its  truth  or  falsity  in  one  sense  ceases  to  matter,  and  its  : 

truth  in  another  sense  is  proved."  It  is  thus  perfectly  satis-  \ 
factory  if  the  poet  believes  nothing  whatsoever  but  merely  " 
"uses"  any  handy  belief.  | 

Here,  then,  are  all  the  themes  that  were  to  develop  into  j 

Eliot's  critical  theory  and  practice:    the  "tradition"  that  ' 

later  became  "orthodoxy,"  and  the  "order"  that  later  be- 
came "the  idea  of  a  Christian  society";  the  emphasis  on 
certain  preferable  literatures  in  the  past;  the  necessity  for 
erudition  and  historical  knowledge;  and  the  four  key  con-  i 

cepts:  impersonalism,  irrelevancy  of  belief,  emotion  versus  I 

feelings,  and  the  objective  correlative.  Apparently  these 
key  concepts  arose  out  of  the  necessities  involved  in  ab-  i 

stracting  a  tradition  from  its  historical  context  and  throw-  ! 

ing  it  into  ours,  but  in  actual  fact  the  process  may  have  i 

been  reversed,  and  the  concept  of  "tradition"  itself  have  j 
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been  developed  to  legitimize  a  personal  necessity  for  an 
art  that  "extinguishes"  the  personality,  "transmutes"  suf- 
fering, and  can  "use"  beliefs  without  believing  them.  The 
driving  necessity  in  Eliot's  criticism  would  then  seem  to 
be  the  need  to  erect  a  scaffolding  of  objective,  traditional, 
unemotional,  and  formal  elements  he  could  use  to  sustain 
himself,  much  the  way  Hopkins  confessed  that  in  the  final 
period  of  his  creative  life  only  the  rigidity  of  the  sonnet 
form  permitted  him  to  write  at  all. 

All  of  Eliot's  essays  can  be  regarded  as  illustrations  of 
the  ideas  and  traditional  method  sketched  out  in  "Tradi- 
tion and  the  Individual  Talent,"  a  kind  of  vast  appendix 
of  applications  and  examples.  We  can  see  Eliot's  tradition 
in  action  as  early  as  The  Sacred  Wood  (1920),  his  first 
collection  of  critical  essays,  in  which  "Tradition  and  the 
Individual  Talent"  appears.  F.  O.  Matthiessen,  in  The 
Achievement  of  T.  S.  Eliot,  begins  the  modem  "detailed 
intensive  re-examination  of  the  quality  and  function  of 
poetry"  with  The  Sacred  Wood,  and  the  book  had  a  his- 
torical effect  far  greater  than  the  effect  it  produces  on  a 
present-day  reader.  One  of  the  book's  virtues  was  the  con- 
stant quotation  of  poetic  texts,  so  that  the  essays  are  prac- 
tically copious  quotations  from  a  writer,  larded  with  com- 
parison, exegesis,  and  evaluation.  Eliot  believed  then  that 
poetry  is  "a  superior  amusement,"  its  chief  purpose  "to 
give  a  peculiar  kind  of  pleasure,"  and  that  the  chief  func- 
tion of  criticism  is  to  increase  the  enjoyment  of  poetry. 
"If  we  seek  not  Blue-book  knowledge  but  the  enjoyment  of 
poetry,  and  ask  for  a  poem,  we  shall  seldom  find  it,"  he 
wrote,  pettishly  but  accurately,  of  the  criticism  of  the  time. 
Looking  backward  on  The  Sacred  Wood  from  the  distance 
of  his  1928  preface,  Eliot  observed: 

It  is  an  artificial  simplification,  and  to  be  taken 
only  with  caution,  when  I  say  that  the  problem 
appearing  in  these  essays,  which  gives  them  what  co- 
herence they  have,  is  the  problem  of  the  integrity  of 
poetry,  with  the  repeated  assertion  that  when  we  are 
considering  poetry  we  must  consider  it  primarily  as 
poetry  and  not  another  thing.  At  that  time  I  was 
much  stimulated  and  much  helped  by  the  critical  writ- 
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ings  of  Remy  de  Gourmont.  I  acknowledge  that  in- 
fluence, and  am  grateful  for  it;  and  I  by  no  means 
disown  it  by  having  passed  on  to  another  problem 
not  touched  upon  in  this  book:  that  of  the  relation 
of  poetry  to  the  spiritual  and  social  life  of  its  time 
and  of  other  times. 

This  is  not  precisely  accurate,  since  The  Sacred  Wood 
clearly  defines  the  tradition  that  later  flowered  as  Eliot's 
religious  and  social  ideas,  but  the  quotation  does  hint  at 
one  significant  change:  that  with  the  later  shift  in  interest 
from  "poetry  as  poetry,"  the  quotation  of  texts  diminished 
almost  to  the  vanishing-point.  The  Use  of  Poetry  and  the 
Use  of  Criticism,  Eliot's  last  book  dealing  principally  with 
literature,  quotes  fewer  than  a  hundred  lines  of  poetry,  or 
less  than  he  would  have  quoted  in  any  one  essay  in  The 
Sacred  Wood. 

"It  is  part  of  the  business  of  the  critic  to  preserve  tra- 
dition— where  a  good  tradition  exists,"  Eliot  wrote  in  the 
Introduction  of  the  original  volume,  and  later  in  the  book 
he  makes  it  clear  that  a  good  one  did  exist,  that  it  was 
"the  literature  of  the  great  ages,  the  sixteenth  and  seven- 
teenth centuries."  All  the  threads  of  his  tradition  appear 
in  The  Sacred  Wood  in  detail  except  the  Metaphysicals, 
who  turned  up  a  year  later  (1921)  in  a  review  of  Grier- 
son's  anthology  of  metaphysical  poetry,  and  Dryden,  whom 
Eliot  first  wrote  about  in  1922.  Besides  "Tradition  and 
the  Individual  Talent,"  a  general  discussion,  Eliot  devotes 
specific  essays  to  Dante,  four  Elizabethan  dramatists  (Mar- 
lowe, Shakespeare,  Jonson,  and  Massinger),  critics  who 
have  attempted  to  use  a  tradition  similar  to  Eliot's  (in- 
cluding Charles  Whibley,  Irving  Babbitt,  Paul  Elmer  More, 
and  Julien  Benda),  and  various  aspects  of  poetic  drama, 
a  major  preoccupation  of  Eliot's  and  a  major  element  in 
his  tradition.  Two  essays  and  a  part  of  a  third  in  the  book 
sketch  out  what  Eliot  regards  as  the  opposing  tradition, 
Swinburne  and  Blake.  Blake  is  treated  with  moderation 
and  a  great  deal  of  admiration,  as  a  "poet  of  genius"  who 
missed  being  a  "classic"  like  Dante  by  being  born  into 
the  wrong  environment,  but  Swinburne,  as  poet  and  critic, 
is  slaughtered,  and  in  general  the  "romantic"  tradition  is 
opposed  and  overturned  throughout. 
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3. 
The  source  of  Eliot's  tradition  may  be  a  literary  need,  but 
its  ends  are  social  and  religious,  and  the  social  and  re- 
ligious application  and  extension  of  his  tradition  is  worth 
examining.  One  of  the  chief  of  these,  of  course,  was  his 
conversion  to  the  Anglo-Catholic  Church.  Harry  M.  Camp- 
bell, in  a  study  of  Eliot  in  the  Rocky  Mountain  Review 
for  Summer  1944,  claims,  on  what  evidence  I  do  not 
know,  that  Eliot's  conversion  occurred  as  early  as  1922, 
the  year  he  published  The  Waste  Land  and  became  editor 
of  the  Criterion.  In  any  case,  the  first  public  statement  on 
his  conversion  with  which  I  am  familiar  occurred  in  1928, 
when  Eliot  wrote  a  new  preface  to  The  Sacred  Wood,  re- 
nouncing "poetry  as  poetry,"  and  published  For  Lancelot 
Andrew es,  with  its  famous  Preface  announcement  that  he 
was  a  classicist  in  literature,  an  Anglo-Catholic  in  religion, 
and  a  royalist  in  politics.  The  royalism  has  hardly  been 
heard  from  again,  the  classicism,  in  so  far  as  it  meant  any- 
thing at  all,  was  not  news,  but  the  Anglo-Catholicism  grad- 
ually asserted  itself  as  his  major  preoccupation  and  flow- 
ered into  a  broad  social  position. 

When  Eliot  republished  For  Lancelot  Andrew  es  as 
Essays  Ancient  and  Modern  in  1936,  he  omitted  the  Pref- 
ace, "which  has  more  than  served  its  turn."  This  was  far 
from  a  repudiation  of  the  beliefs.  He  later  explained  in 
After  Strange  Gods  that  his  objection  had  been  to  the 
injudicious  phrasing  of  the  statement,  which  permitted  the 
inferences  that  the  three  subjects  were  of  equal  importance 
to  him,  that  he  accepted  them  all  on  the  same  grounds, 
or  that  they  all  hang  or  fall  together.  On  reconsideration, 
one  is  "the  Faith"  while  the  other  two  are  merely  a  "po- 
litical principle"  and  a  "literary  fashion."  The  particular 
danger  is  in  putting  these  things  forward  as  "a  dramatic 
posture." 

That  last  phrase  gives  some  sense  of  the  difficulties  Eliot 
seems  to  have  encountered  in  his  conversion.  A  man's  re- 
ligious beliefs  and  his  relations  with  his  Maker  (if  he  be- 
lieves he  has  one)  are  his  private  concern,  but  when  they 
become  a  point  of  view  and  a  source  of  propaganda  in 
literary  criticism,  they  warrant  discussion.  Eliot  has  never 
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chosen  to  explain  his  conversion  in  writing,  but  some  sense 
of  difficulty  is  obvious  in  his  later  poetry  and  in  such 
nettled  and  patently  self -referent  statements  as  the  one  on 
Hopkins's  conversion:  "To  be  converted,  in  any  case, 
while  it  is  sufficient  for  entertaining  the  hope  of  individual 
salvation,  is  not  going  to  do  for  a  man,  as  a  writer,  what 
his  ancestry  and  his  country  for  some  generations  have 
failed  to  do."  Writing  as  far  back  as  1927,  in  The  Ameri- 
can Caravan,  Francis  Fergusson  pointed  out  some  of  the 
contradictions  in  Eliot's  make-up:  "a  romantic  individual- 
ism in  morals  and  a  strict  discipHne  in  art;  of  a  passionate 
faith  and  an  equally  passionate  agnosticism,  and  of  a 
profound  comprehension  of  the  creative  act  and  an  ina- 
bility to  escape  the  personal  in  his  own  poetry." 

R.  P.  Blackmur  has  also  described  the  contradictions  be- 
tween Eliot's  nature  and  his  conversion.  Speaking  of  Eliot's 
mind,  he  writes:  "It  is  the  last  mind  which,  in  this  cen- 
tury, one  would  have  expected  to  enter  the  Church  in  a 
lay  capacity.  The  worldliness  of  its  prose  weapons,  its 
security  of  posture,  its  wit,  its  eye  for  startling  fact  and 
talent  for  nailing  it  down  in  ffight,  hardly  go  with  what 
we  think  of  today  as  English  or  American  religious  feel- 
ing." 

Eliot's  conversion  has  led  him  into  some  strange  posi- 
tions. Unlike  Ransom,  who  admits  being  chiefly  attracted 
by  the  ritual  in  religion,  Eliot,  like  Hulme  before  him,  is 
chiefly  attracted  by  the  dogma,  the  letter  that  "giveth  life" 
while  "the  spirit  killeth."  He  is,  however,  greatly  interested 
in  the  liturgy,  which  seems  chiefly  important  to  him  as 
the  origin  and  basis  of  the  drama  (a  scale  of  values  with 
a  faint  Alice  in  Wonderland  air).  On  the  one  hand,  Eliot 
is  powerfully  drawn  to  Rome,  and  occasionally  his  Church 
is  so  High  you  can't  get  over  it,  as  when  in  "Thoughts 
after  Lambeth"  he  "regrets"  that  the  Anglican  bishops 
"have  placed  so  much  reliance  on  the  Individual  Con- 
science" in  their  birth-control  position.  On  the  other  hand, 
Eliot  has  powerful  survivals  of  the  Puritan  Protestantism 
of  his  early  life,  he  is  constantly  resisting  authority  in 
favor  of  his  own  revelation,  and  he  has  even  enunciated 
a  doctrine  of  "every  man  his  own  critic"  (amusingly,  in 
the  same  address  on  "Religion  and  Literature")  that  seems 
almost  the  essence  of  Protestantism  ("and  we  should  all 
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try  to  be  critics,  and  not  leave  criticism  to  the  fellows  who 
write  reviews  in  the  papers"). 

Eliot's  religion  has  social  implications  for  him  ranging 
from  the  feudal  to  the  directly  fascist.^  He  has  sketched 
out  an  ecclesiastical  authoritarian  state  with  education  by 
monastic  teaching  orders,  birth  control  in  the  hands  of  the 
Church,  censorship  at  Lambeth  Palace,  and  so  on.  This 
pattern  seems  markedly  like  that  of  such  states  as  Spain 
and  Vichy  France,  and  it  is  a  matter  of  some  amusement 
that  in  a  Letter  to  the  Editors  in  Partisan  Review  for 
March-April  1942  Eliot  took  great  pleasure  in  announcing 
a  rumor  that  his  writings  had  been  condemned  by  the 
Vichy  government,  a  rumor  that  seems  not  to  have  been 
substantiated  since.  His  ideal  state,  in  fact,  is  explicitly 
feudal,  and  his  lectures  on  The  Idea  of  a  Christian  Society, 
as  well  as  more  recent  essays,  sketch  out  at  some  length 
an  idealized  feudal  community  (words  like  "ideal"  and 
"idealized"  are  essential,  since  Eliot  confesses  that  his  title 
uses  "Idea"  in  the  Platonic  sense),  "a  small  and  mostly 
self-contained  group  attached  to  the  soil  and  having  its 
interests  centred  in  a  particular  place." 

In  all  of  this,  aristocracy  has  a  definite  part.  Eliot  be- 
lieves literally  in  "royal  blood,"  which  produces  "kingly 
and  steadfast  behaviour,"  in  an  "aristocracy  of  birth,"  in 
an  "elite,"  and  so  on.  He  certainly  believes  in  imperialism, 
even  of  the  naked  Kipling  variety.  He  is  "instinctively  in 
sympathy"  with  such  reactionary  economic  panaceas  as 
distributism,  credit  reform,  American  Southern  agrarian- 
ism;  and  what  is  worse,  "for  I  have  no  gift  whatever  for 
abstruse  thinking,"  is  perfectly  willing  to  blend  the  doc- 

'  Forced  to  choose  between  them,  it  must  be  admitted,  EHot  some- 
times chooses  the  social  implications  rather  than  the  religion  itself.  For 
a  number  of  years  in  the  twenties  he  supported  Charles  Maurras  and 
his  Action  franjaise  in  the  Criterion,  printing  an  article  by  Maurras  him- 
self in  the  January  1928  issue,  and  generally  praising  him  as  a  better 
example  than  Mussolini  for  British  fascists  to  follow.  When  Maurras 
and  the  Action  frangaise  were  condemned  by  the  Roman  Catholic 
Church  for  advancing  a  doctrine  that  Catholicism  is  "useful"  to  a 
monarchical  or  authoritarian  state,  Eliot  defended  him  with  the  state- 
ment that  Maurras  "simply  is  concerned  with  the  aspect  of  the 
Roman  Church  which  is  not  necessarily  Christian,  because  his  point 
of  view  is  that  of  an  agnostic  philosopher."  As  Delmore  Schwartz  has 
pointed  out,  the  possibility  that  a  man  may  be  a  Catholic  and  "not 
necessarily  Christian"  (but  satisfactory  if  he  is  a  royalist)  is  rather  an 
interesting  one. 
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trines  of  Chesterton,  Major  Douglas,  Donald  Davidson, 
and  "several  Scottish  nationalists"  in  one  giant  pot  and 
simmer  to  taste,  Eliot  certainly  believes  in  a  variety  of 
racism,  and  his  Christian  society  would  not  permit  "an 
influx  of  foreign  populations"  and  "foreign  races"  that 
have  ruined  parts  of  the  United  States,  particularly  New 
York;  it  would  find  "any  large  number  of  free-thinking 
Jews  undesirable,"  and  so  on. 

All  of  this  adds  up,  not  quite  to  fascism,  but  to  a  kind 
of  tentative  and  embarrassed  flirting  with  it.  The  morality 
of  fascism,  he  writes,  "is  capable  of  great  good  within 
limits";  there  "is"  a  fallacy  in  democracy  while  there  oniy 
"may  be"  a  fallacy  in  dictatorship;  fascism  offers  imme- 
diate, "though  perhaps  illusory,"  relief;  General  J.  F.  C. 
Fuller,  a  self-identified  "British  Fascist,"  "has  as  good  a 
title  to  call  himself  a  'believer  in  democracy'  as  anyone 
else";  the  Nazis  were  right  in  relegating  women  to  kitchen, 
children,  and  church;  Eliot  favors  "the  corporative  state" 
if  it  is  not  "pagan"  (that  is,  presumably,  he  favored 
Franco's,  Salazar's,  Mussolini's,  Petain's,  and  rejected  Hit- 
ler's), and,  in  any  case,  fascism  is  only  "the  extreme  degra- 
dation of  democracy." 

The  doctrine  of  tradition  in  Eliot's  criticism  seems  pri- 
marily a  weapon  for  achieving  this  unattractive  society. 
The  function  of  traditional  criticism,  he  writes,  is  the 
establishment  of  order,  and  the  enemy  is  disorder.  In 
purely  literary  terms,  this  makes  the  critic  the  scourge  of 
the  "romantic,"  the  "hysteric,"  and  so  on;  in  Eliot's  later 
usage  it  makes  him  a  heresy-hunter,  a  witch-finder.  He 
issues  general  jeremiads — "The  whole  of  modem  literature 
is  corrupted  by  what  I  call  Secularism";  it  is  doubtful 
whether  the  reader  of  modern  literature  "would  be  made 
a  better  man" — and  announces  his  role  frankly  as  that  of 
the  "moralist."  He  hunts  out  specific  "heretics,"  and  in  fact 
his  series  of  lectures  After  Strange  Gods,  subtitled,  A 
Primer  of  Modern  Heresy,  is  a  discussion  of  modern  lit- 
erary heterodoxy  supplemented  with  a  rather  amusing 
appendix  of  four  "heretical"  passages  drawn  from  such 
diabolical  sources  as  Herbert  Read  and  the  London  Times. 
The  aim  of  literature,  he  proclaims,  is  to  fight  liberalism, 
and  when  Eliot's  niggling  criticisms  of  Gerard  Manley 
Hopkins,  a  Jesuit  priest  and  thus  theoretically  estimable, 
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finally  reduce  to  the  statement  that  in  this  struggle  "Hop- 
kins has  very  little  aid  to  offer  us,"  Eliot  signalizes  the 
absence  of  any  dispassionate  aesthetic  concern  whatsoever. 

It  is  interesting  to  conjecture  how  much  of  Eliot's  con- 
cern with  a  more  popular  poetry  is  purely  propagandistic 
— ^that  is,  how  much  he  wants  merely  to  have  a  larger  au- 
dience for  his  social  and  religious  ideas.  There  is  no  doubt 
that  Eliot  is  obsessed  with  the  question  of  a  larger  public 
for  poetry.  "I  believe  that  the  poet  naturally  prefers  to 
write  for  as  large  and  miscellaneous  an  audience  as  pos- 
sible," he  writes,  and  "it  is  the  half-educated  and  ill- 
educated,  rather  than  the  uneducated,  who  stand  in  his 
way:  I  myself  should  like  an  audience  which  could  neither 
read  nor  write."  He  modified  and  developed  this  later  into 
the  theory  that  the  writer  needs  three  concentric  publics: 
"a  small  public  of  substantially  the  same  education  as 
himself,  as  well  as  the  same  tastes;  a  larger  public  with 
some  common  background  with  him;  and  finally  he  should 
have  something  in  common  with  everyone  who  has  intel- 
ligence and  sensibility  and  can  read  his  language." 

One  of  the  chief  forms  this  concern  with  a  larger  au. 
dience  for  poetry  takes  is  Eliot's  interest  in  poetic  drama 
His  own  verse  dramas  serve  a  complex  of  functions.  As 
Eliot  has  recognized,  the  characters  in  a  drama  "are  some-, 
how  dramatizing,  but  in  no  obvious  form,  an  action  or 
struggle  for  harmony  in  the  soul  of  the  poet,"  and  thus 
writers  torn  by  conflict  tend  to  work  it  out  in  the  dialec- 
tical form  of  drama.  EUot's  verse  dramas  obviously  do 
this,  with  Murder  in  the  Cathedral  a  patent  example.  Also, 
as  F.  O.  Matthiessen  has  pointed  out  in  a  review  of  Four 
Quartets,  Eliot  has  made  his  later  poetry,  particularly  the 
Quartets,  less  dramatic,  more  meditative  (that  is,  more 
"resolved")  than  his  earlier  poetry  by  concentrating  his 
dramatic  impulses  into  purely  dramatic  poems. 

But  more  important  than  these  private  functions  is  the 
public  function  of  drama  for  Eliot,  the  fact  that  it  can 
cross  poetry  and  propaganda  in  the  guise  of  popular  en- 
tertainment. He  asks  for  the  theater  a  verse  medium  "in 
which  we  shall  be  able  to  hear  the  speech  of  contemporary 
human  beings,  in  which  dramatic  characters  can  express 
the  purest  poetry  without  high-falutin  and  in  which  they 
can  convey  the  most  commonplace  message  without  ab- 


74  T.    S.    ELIOT 

surdity."  As  a  basis  for  his  hope,  Eliot  has  a  theory,  obvi- 
ously related  to  his  theory  of  the  poet's  three  concentric 
audiences,  that  a  mature  play,  say  one  of  Shakespeare's, 
has  several  "levels  of  significance":  "For  the  simplest  au- 
ditors there  is  the  plot,  for  the  more  thoughtful  the  char- 
acter, for  the  more  literary  the  words  and  phrasing,  for 
the  more  musically  sensitive  the  rhythm,  and  for  audi- 
tors of  greater  sensitiveness  and  understanding  a  meaning 
which  reveals  itself  gradually."  In  line  with  this  he  has 
elsewhere  written  that  Hamlet,  Macbeth,  and  Othello,  not 
to  speak  of  (Edipus  Tyrannus,  have  "thriller  interest"  akin 
to  that  of  our  contemporary  detective  drama. 

One  of  EUot's  most  significant  essays  is  "Marie  Lloyd," 
in  which,  in  the  guise  of  writing  about  a  distinguished 
English  music-hall  performer  and  the  loss  occasioned  by 
her  death,  he  defines  his  ideal  relationship  between  artist 
and  audience,  the  audience  a  cohesive  social  class  to  whose 
life  and  aspirations  the  artist  gives  voice,  raising  them  to 
the  level  of  art  and  giving  them  dignity;  the  artist  appre- 
ciated, loved,  and  always  understood;  the  two,  artist  and 
audience,  collaborators  in  the  creation  of  art.  Not  far 
beneath  the  surface  here  is  the  writer  of  complex  and  ob- 
scure poetry  yearning  to  be  widely  read  and  appreciated 
in  large  areas  of  society  that  tend  never  to  hear  of  him, 
but  there  is  also  an  element  of  conscious  propagandistic 
design.  Some  years  before  Eliot  had  written  in  The  Sacred 
Wood: 

The  Elizabethan  drama  was  aimed  at  a  public 
which  wanted  entertainment  of  a  crude  sort,  but 
would  stand  a.  good  deal  of  poetry;  our  problem 
should  be  to  take  a  form  of  entertainment  and  sub- 
ject it  to  the  process  which  would  leave  it  a  form  of 
art.  Perhaps  the  music-hall  comedian  is  the  best  ma- 
terial.* 

*  A  much  more  remarkable  document  is  a  fragment  from  a  letter  to 
Ezra  Pound  which  was  published  in  the  Townsman,  July  1938.  Its  far 
greater  frankness  on  the  subject,  combined  with  its  unusual  style, 
makes  it  a  fascinating  sample  of  the  published  Eliot-Pound  correspond- 
ence we  may  eventually  get: 

Opinion  about  the  writing  of  a  play  is  simply  this: 

1.  You  got  to  keep  the  audience's  attention  all  the  time. 

2.  If  you  lose  it  you  got  to  get  it  back  quick. 
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4. 
Few  critics  have  been  so  conscious  as  Eliot  of  the  fact 
that  they  were  creating  and  using  a  tradition.  But  every 
critic,  in  his  explorations  into  the  past,  abstracts  those 
writers  and  writings  that  have  meaning  for  him  in  the 
present,  and  to  that  extent  creates  a  functioning  tradition 
or  part  of  one  for  himself  and  other  writers.  In  our  day 
a  number  of  critics,  some  of  them  as  consciously  "tradi- 
tional" as  Eliot,  have  reinterpreted  our  literary  past,  and 
the  wide  variations  in  their  results  make  it  obvious  that 
Eliot  has  furnished  a  tradition  rather  than  the  tradition. 
(Eliot's  assistant  editor  on  the  Criterion,  Herbert  Read, 
has,  in  fact,  attempted  to  balance  Eliot's  with  a  precisely 
opposed  "romantic"  tradition,  omitting  almost  everyone 
between  Shakespeare  and  Wordsworth,  in  Phases  of  Eng- 
lish Poetry  and  other  books.)  The  chief  grouping  of  these 
traditions  seems  to  be  political,  with  one  large  body  of 
them  organizing  a  usable  past  for  the  Right  and  another 
for  the  Left,  but  there  is  a  third  body  of  traditional  re- 
interpretations  that  seems  non-political  or  only  remotely 
political,  designed  chiefly  to  create  a  usable,  politically 
neutral  past  for  the  artist. 

Besides  Eliot's,  the  chief  contemporary  traditional  criti- 
cism for  the  Right  has  been  the  work  of  the  Southern 
school  of  John  Crowe  Ransom  and  Allen  Tate,  a  loose 
group  that  roughly  includes  Cleanth  Brooks  and  Robert 
Penn  Warren,  as  well  as  several  other  younger  critics  of 
distinction.  At  one  time,  when  it  had  a  more  or  less  con- 
crete political  program  of  Southern  regionalism  and  agrar- 
ianism,  the  group  looked  to  Donald  Davidson  as  its 
leader.  The  advantages  that  this  group  has  over  such  iso- 
lated reactionary  traditionalists  as  Winters,  Pound,  Wynd- 
ham  Lewis,  and  Eliot  himself  are  that  it  has  a  number  of 

3.  Everything  about  plot  and  charactyar  and  all  else  what  Aris- 
totle and  others  say  is  secondary  to  the  forgoin. 

4.  But  IF  you  can  keep  the  bloody  audience's  attention  engaged, 
then  you  can  perform  any  monkey  tricks  you  like  when  they  ain't 
looking,  and  it's  what  you  do  behind  the  audience's  back  so  to  speak 
that  makes  your  play  immortal  for  a  while. 

If  the  audience  gets  its  strip  tease  it  will  swallow  the  poetry. 

5.  If  you  write  a  play  in  verse,  then  the  verse  ought  to  be  a 
medium  to  look  through,  and  not  a  pretty  decoration  to  look  at! 
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co-operating  talents;  that  it  has  had  a  base  to  work  from, 
in  two  or  three  Southern  universities,  as  well  as  what 
amount  to  "colonies"  in  Northern  universities;  that  it  has 
always  had  one  or  two  excellent  literary  organs,  first  the 
Southern  Review  under  Brooks  and  Warren,  from  1935 
to  1942,  then  the  Kenyon  Review  under  Ransom,  begun 
in  1939  and  still  continuing,  then  the  Sewanee  Review, 
taken  over  by  Tate  in  1944  and  continued  by  others,  all 
of  which  have  made  a  practice  (like  Eliot's  own  Criterion) 
of  giving  space  to  the  widest  latitude  of  opinion  and 
variety  of  point  of  view,  along  with  their  own  people. 

The  leader  of  the  group  at  present  is  probably  John 
Crowe  Ransom,  who  taught  Tate  at  Vanderbilt  College, 
and  who,  on  the  basis  of  a  scientific  training,  a  philosophic 
bent,  a  wide  learning,  and  a  first-rate  mind,  has  been  the 
group's  outstanding  theoretician.  Ransom  has  written  a 
book  in  defense  of  orthodox  religion,  God  without  Thun- 
der (1930),  which  despite  odd  gaps  in  knowledge  (he  is 
perhaps  the  only  writer  on  theology,  for  example,  who 
ever  confused  the  Immaculate  Conception  with  the  Virgin 
Birth)  is  an  excellently  reasoned  and  dramatistic  attack 
on  the  enemy:  Comte,  naturalism,  science  (particularly 
anthropology),  and  liberalism.  He  defines  his  purpose  in 
the  book  as  "to  win  back  by  new  tactics,"  and  this  Jesuit 
principle  seems  to  have  carried  over  into  his  two  subse- 
quent volumes  of  literary  criticism,  The  World's  Body 
(1938)  and  The  New  Criticism  (1941).  Ransom's  literary 
tradition  shares  with  Eliot's  a  vast  respect  for  Donne,  and 
differs  from  it  chiefly  in  an  equally  great  respect  for  Mil- 
ton and  an  unusual  scorn  for  Shakespeare  (who,  lacking 
the  "university  discipline"  and  learning  of  Milton  and 
Donne,  is  an  "amateur,"  a  writer  of  "ill-constructed"  son- 
nets, and  generally  an  inferior  poet).  Ransom's  key  word 
for  criticism  is  "ontological,"  by  which  he  seems  to  mean 
the  critical  study  of  poetic  structure,  or  the  logic  of  the 
poem,  and  its  relationship  to  what  he  calls  poetic  "texture," 
or  the  local  detail  of  the  poem.  As  a  result  of  this  con- 
cern with  structure  and  structure-texture  relations  Ransom 
has  been  a  leading  advocate  of  the  closer  reading  of  poetic 
texts  (having  a  position  somewhat  analogous  to  that  of 
F.  R.  Leavis  in  England).  Although  he  himself  has  pro- 
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duced  a  disproportionately  small  amount  of  it,  devoting 
much  of  his  attention  to  poetics  and  philosophic  problems 
of  belief  and  cognition  in  poetry,  his  influence  has  been 
pervasive,  and  what  close  reading  he  himself  has  pro- 
duced has  been  generally  excellent.  Although  Ransom's 
tradition  involves  a  religious  and  political  orientation,  he 
has  insisted,  in  opposition  to  Eliot,  that  moralistic  criteria 
in  criticism  are  an  intrusion  (as  are  scholarly,  linguistic, 
historical,  impressionist,  and  other  criteria)  and  that  the 
critic's  only  concern  must  be  aesthetic,  technical.  (It  is 
amusing  to  note  in  this  connection  that  his  two  favorite 
poets,  Donne  and  Milton,  were  respectively  a  divine  and 
a  religious  and  political  propagandist,  whereas  the  poet  he 
so  much  undervalues,  Shakespeare,  was  about  as  close  to 
a  narrowly  "aesthetic"  writer  as  we  have.) 

Allen  Tate  has  continued  a  number  of  Ransom's  tend- 
encies (some  of  which.  Ransom  has  acknowledged,  he 
helped  to  originate)  as  well  as  developed  some  of  his  own. 
Working  from  Ransom's  "aesthetic  of  regionalism,"  Tate 
has  attempted  some  specifically  regional  criticism,  inter- 
preting, say,  Emily  Dickinson's  work  as  primarily  a  prod- 
uct of  New  England.  He  has  not,  however,  developed  the 
tradition  much  in  a  specifically  literary  direction,  and  a 
large  proportion  of  his  two  collections  of  essays  and  re- 
views. Reactionary  Essays  on  Poetry  and  Ideas  (1936) 
and  Reason  in  Madness  (1941),  is  devoted  to  social,  po- 
litical, and  educational  problems.  He  has  developed  a  pro- 
gram calling  for  "reaction"  and  "violence"  (although  in 
fairness  it  must  be  admitted  that  his  "violence"  seems  to 
be  less  machine  guns  in  the  streets  than  a  verbal  violence) 
and  he  has  announced  his  opposition  to  science,  positivism, 
and  scientific  criticism  in  even  sharper  terms  than  Ran- 
som's. Again  like  Ransom,  the  comparatively  small  amount 
of  close  technical  reading  of  poetry  he  has  done  has  been 
on  a  high  level. 

The  member  of  this  group  who  has  most  consistently 
applied  its  ideas  to  literature  is  Cleanth  Brooks,  who  more 
than  any  of  his  associates  shows  the  influence  of  Eliot.  In 
his  first  book  of  criticism,  Modern  Poetry  and  the  Tradi- 
tion (1939),  Brooks  attempted,  like  Winters,  to  "revise" 
the  history  of  EngUsh  poetry,  along  lines  similar  to  Eliot's 
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less  explicit  attempt  and  Leavis's  Revaluation.  Brooks  is  a 
confessedly  eclectic  critic  of  real  acuteness,  and  with  the 
help  of  almost  every  important  modern  critic  he  con- 
structed a  tradition  of  "wit"  embracing  principally  the 
seventeenth  century:  Donne  and  the  Metaphysicals,  Jon- 
son,  Herrick,  and  others;  and  the  twentieth  century: 
Hardy,  Yeats,  Eliot,  and  a  number  of  other  contempo- 
raries. Unlike  Eliot's,  Brooks's  tradition  in  his  first  book 
would  skip  most  of  the  late  seventeenth  century  and  the 
entire  eighteenth  as  well  as  the  nineteenth  (with  the  ex- 
ception of  a  few  isolated  figures  like  Swift,  Gay,  Blake, 
Emily  Dickinson,  and  Hopkins)  would  slight  Dry  den  and 
Pope,  and  would  accept  only  the  metaphysical  or  "witty" 
fragments  of  such  poets  as  Milton.  While  creating  this 
tradition,  the  book  illustrates  its  nature  by  detailed  close 
reading,  fairly  eclectic  and  acknowledging  insights  from  a 
great  number  of  other  critics,  of  poetic  texts,  especially 
Eliot's  Waste  Land  and  some  of  Yeats's  lyrics.  In  1947 
Brooks  published  a  second  book,  The  Well  Wrought  Urn, 
continuing  both  these  directions.  Subtitled  Studies  in  the 
Structure  of  Poetry,  the  book  includes  readings  of  ten 
important  poems,  from  Donne's  "Canonization"  to  Yeats's 
"Among  School  Children,"  displaying  varying  degrees  of 
elaborateness.  At  the  same  time  it  extends  Brooks's  earlier 
tradition  and  modifies  it  substantially  in  the  direction  of 
greater  catholicity,  so  that  Pope's  "Rape  of  the  Lock," 
Gray's  "Elegy,"  Wordsworth's  "Ode,"  Keats's  "Ode  on  a 
Grecian  Urn,"  and  even  Tennyson's  "Tears,  Idle  Tears," 
are  "now  poems  which  most  of  us  will  feel  are  close  to 
the  central  stream  of  the  tradition."  The  earlier  Eliot- 
inspired  emphasis  on  "wit"  has  been  broadened  to  include 
"irony,"  "paradox,"  "symbolism,"  "ambiguity,"  and  "dra- 
matic structure,"  so  that  almost  any  poem  can  now  be 
treated  as  a  kind  of  metaphysical  poem.  Nevertheless,  as 
might  be  expected,  the  studies  of  poets  like  Donne,  Shake- 
speare, and  Pope  are  much  fuller  and  better  examples  of 
close  reading  than  the  studies  of  poets  like  Milton  (a  par- 
ticularly dull  and  pointless  essay)  and  Tennyson.  The 
book  is  by  definition  an  application  of  Ransom's  ideas,  in 
its  technical  exploration  of  poetic  structure,  its  concen- 
tration on  the  elaborate  reading  of  texts,  and  its  emphasis 
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on  Donne  and  the  Metaphysicals,  so  that  it  is  amusing  to 
see  Ransom  moderately  attacked,  in  one  of  the  book's 
appendices  devoted  to  general  critical  questions,  for  inelas- 
ticity of  ideas  and  over-admiration  for  Donne. 

In  1938  Brooks  and  Robert  Penn  Warren  compiled  an 
anthology  for  college  students  entitled  Understanding  Po- 
etry, which  sponsors  a  certain  amount  of  close  reading  and 
structural  analysis  as  well  as  Brooks's  "tradition"  (fre- 
quently the  latter,  incidentally,  by  choosing  the  examples, 
loading  the  questions,  and  generally  stacking  the  cards  on 
behalf  of  Donne  and  metaphysical  poetry  against  Shelley 
and  romantic  poetry).  Warren's  own  criticism,  which  has 
not  been  large  in  bulk  and  has  not  yet  been  collected  in 
book  form,  has  been  less  concerned  with  a  literary  than 
with  a  moral  tradition.  This  has  ranged  consistently  from 
his  essay  "The  Briar  Patch"  in  the  agrarian  symposium 
I'll  Take  My  Stand  in  1930,  where  he  argued  from  im- 
peccable moral  principles  that  equality,  higher  education, 
and  such  luxuries  are  wrong  for  the  Negro,  to  his  intro- 
duction to  an  illustrated  edition  of  Coleridge's  Rime  of 
the  Ancient  Mariner  in  1946,  which  reads  the  work  as 
a  complicated  moral  allegory  and  introduces  criteria  of 
"truth"  into  Coleridge's  concept  of  "pure  imagination." 

Undoubtedly  the  chief  contemporary  creator  of  a  tra- 
dition for  the  Left  was  Vernon  L.  Parrington,  whose  giant 
three-volume  work.  Main  Currents  in  American  Thought, 
cut  short  by  his  untimely  death,  is  one  of  the  monumental 
creations  of  an  American  tradition.  Subtitled  An  Inter- 
pretation of  American  Literature  from  the  Beginning  to 
1920,  it  is  not  so  much  that  as  a  history  of  American 
social  and  economic  ideas,  reflected  in  that  literature,  with 
"literature"  used  in  the  broadest  sense.  Parrington  rescued 
the  vital  American  tradition  of  radicalism  and  democracy 
running  from  Roger  Williams,  Franklin,  Sam  Adams,  Tom 
Paine,  Jefferson,  through  Whitman  and  the  Abolitionists, 
to  the  radical  writers  of  our  century.  Parrington  wrote  as 
a  confessed  liberal  and  Jeffersonian,  a  defender  of  the 
Declaration  of  Independence  and  the  Bill  of  Rights  against 
the  Constitution,  his  point  of  view  an  economic  deter- 
minism derived  more  from  Taine  and  an  obscure  professor 
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named  J.  Allen  Smith  (whose  The  Spirit  of  American 
Government  appeared  in  1907)  than  from  Marx's  semi- 
deterministic  "historical  materialism." 

His  book  is  weak  and  deficient  aesthetically:  Parrington 
ignores  Poe  (consigning  him  to  the  psychoanalyst  and  the 
"belletrist"),  distorts  Melville  by  following  Weaver's  ab- 
surd biography,  sees  Thoreau  chiefly  important  as  an  eco- 
nomic experimenter,  fails  to  do  justice  to  Hawthorne,  and 
slaughters  Henry  James.  This  might  all  be  by  design,  since 
Parrington  is  concerned  with  ideas  and  admits  "with 
aesthetic  judgments  I  have  not  been  greatly  concerned," 
except  that  in  the  same  book  one  can  read  the  twenty-five 
pages  he  devoted  to  James  Branch  Cabell,  "the  supreme 
comic  spirit  thus  far  granted  us,"  "as  whimsical  as  Shaw, 
as  provocative  as  Chesterton,"  a  man  to  be  compared  with 
Carlyle  and  Twain. 

Furthermore,  even  on  his  own  terms,  Parrington's  book 
is  full  of  faults:  he  ignores  the  Negro  contribution  to 
American  history  and  literature,  slights  John  Brown,  drops 
economic  determinism  to  praise  Cooper  (an  obvious 
spokesman  for  the  landed  tories)  because  he  happens  to 
like  his  work,  is  capable  of  writing  of  Bryant:  "He  may 
not  have  been  a  great  poet,  but  he  was  a  great  American," 
and  finds  Bancroft  a  greater  historian  than  Prescott,  Mot- 
ley, or  Parkman  because  they  were  "Brahmins,"  "aloof," 
and  Bancroft  was  "the  only  militant  Democrat  among 
them."  Nevertheless,  Parrington's  book  is  a  fine  and  im- 
portant job,  with  a  vast  influence  on  his  own  and  the 
subsequent  generation  of  literary  critics,  and  it  created 
perhaps  the  first  rounded  radical  democratic-social  tradi- 
tion for  American  writers  to  match  the  reactionary-aristo- 
cratic-religious tradition  of  Eliot,  Ransom,  Winters,  et  al. 

A  third  group  of  tradition-creators,  more  or  less  ignor- 
ing political  purposes,  have  been  chiefly  interested  in  erect- 
ing a  usable  past  for  the  creative  writer,  sometimes  them- 
selves. Two  of  the  best  books  in  this  category  have  been 
D.  H.  Lawrence's  Studies  in  Classic  American  Literature, 
a  highly  personal  reinterpretation  along  the  lines  of  Law- 
rence's mythic,  "blood-knowing"  ideas,  and  a  book  much 
influenced  by  Lawrence's,  William  Carlos  Williams's  In 
the  American  Grain.  The  WilUams  book  is  actually  a  re- 
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interpretation  of  American  history  rather  than  literature, 
with  only  one  professional  writer,  Poe,  discussed,  but  it 
is  explicitly  designed  to  erect  a  tradition  for  the  American 
writer.  "Because  the  fools  do  not  believe  they  spring  from 
anything,"  Williams  writes,  and  although  his  judgments  are 
generally  unorthodox,  glorifying  such  figures  as  Morton 
of  Merrymount  and  Aaron  Burr,  Williams's  book  has  been 
recognizably  influential  on  writers,  outstanding  among 
them  Hart  Crane  and  an  impressive  novelist  named  John 
Sanford.  Williams  polarizes  American  history  into  the 
groupings  Indian-French-Catholic  and  white-English-Prot- 
estant, identifying  freedom,  gaiety,  and  artistic  creation 
with  the  former,  and  Puritan  doumess,  repression,  and 
prudery  with  the  latter.  His  view  of  Puritanism  is  over- 
simple  and  falsified,  a  characteristic  of  the  twenties,  when 
Puritanism  was  the  artist's  enemy  and  meant  Anthony 
Comstock  rather  than  John  Brown,  but  the  book  itself  is 
not  only  one  of  the  finest  prose  works  of  our  time  but  a 
stimulating  and  invigorating  reappraisal. 

A  final  and  somewhat  limited  group  of  traditional  critics 
is  the  group  that  might  crudely  be  called  "literary  genealo- 
gists," the  critics  interested  in  showing  the  specific  literary 
descents  of  writers.  This  has  always  been  one  of  the  ways 
critics  found  to  occupy  their  time,  at  least  since  Dryden, 
who  not  only  found  Spenser  the  poetical  son  of  Chaucer, 
and  Milton  the  poetical  son  of  Spenser,  but  with  great  eclat 
traced  Waller  back  to  Edward  Fairfax.  Probably  the  fore- 
most contemporary  tracer  of  literary  genealogies  was  the 
French  critic  Ferdinand  Brunetiere,  who  attempted  to 
apply  a  literal  evolutionism  derived  from  Darwinian  biol- 
ogy, and  whose  work  shows  forms  and  influences  grow- 
ing, proliferating,  evolving,  and  becoming  extinct  like  so 
many  animal  species.  A  number  of  English  and  American 
critics,  however,  have  developed  genealogy-tracing  as  a 
method  without  carrying  it  to  that  extent.  Horace  Gregory, 
for  example,  will  spend  two  pages  tracing  the  influence  of 
Byron's  Don  Juan  into  Beyle's  Julien  Sorel,  Ibsen's  Gregers 
Werle,  Shaw's  Juan,  Robinson's  Miniver  Cheevy,  and 
Eliot's  Prufrock.  Cecil  Day  Lewis's  essay  A  Hope  for 
Poetry  is  an  elaborate  study  in  literary  genealogy,  using 
Auden's  concept  of  "my  uncle,  my  ancestor,"  and  rooting 
the  poetic  movement  that  included  Auden,  Spender,  and 
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himself  in  such  various  "ancestors"  as  Gerard  Manley 
Hopkins,  Wilfred  Owen,  and  Eliot.  For  Day  Lewis  the 
"ancestor"  expresses  "the  only  possible  patriotism,  the  one 
necessary  link  with  the  past,  and  the  meaning  of  tradition." 
Another  young  English  poet  and  critic,  Francis  Scarfe,  is 
constantly  genealogical,  tracing  Dylan  Thomas  to  Joyce, 
Freud,  and  the  Bible;  literary  surrealism  to  Rimbaud,  Ner- 
val, and  Lautreamont,  and  so  on.  The  specialists  in  com- 
parative literature,  like  Mario  Praz,  are  consistently  genea- 
logical, but  more  as  a  matter  of  scholarship  than  criticism. 


5. 
Eliot  has  digested  his  influences  so  smoothly  and  with 
such  Uttle  apparent  effort  that  he  seems  almost  a  primary 
source,  yet  his  work  is  highly  derivative,  and  a  number  of 
contemporaries  have  affected  his  criticism  greatly.  Chief 
on  the  list,  of  course,  is  Ezra  Pound.  From  Pound,  Eliot 
inherited  his  translative  method,  his  method  of  compara- 
tive study,  and  the  concept  of  the  scholar-critic,  and  it  is 
worth  noting  that  Eliot's  call,  in  one  of  his  earliest  essays, 
"Euripides  and  Professor  Murray,"  for  a  timeless  scholar- 
ship "which  can  assimilate  both  Homer  and  Flaubert"  is 
almost  a  paraphrase  of  Pound's  earlier  demand  for  "a 
literary  scholarship  to  weigh  Theocritus  and  Mr.  Yeats 
with  one  balance."  Moreover,  Eliot  is  indebted  to  Pound 
for  a  number  of  his  specific  doctrines,  among  them  the 
concept  of  impersonalism  and,  according  to  Mario  Praz, 
the  doctrine  of  the  objective  correlative.  Praz  finds  its 
origin  in  Pound's  statement  in  The  Spirit  of  Romance 
that  poetry  is  "a  sort  of  inspired  mathematics  which  gives 
us  equations,  not  for  abstract  figures,  triangles,  spheres, 
and  the  like,  but  for  the  human  emotions." 

Eliot  has  had  a  respect  amounting  to  veneration  for 
Pound,  despite  a  basic  religious  disagreement  and  other 
quarrels,  and  regards  him  as  not  only  one  of  the  greatest 
of  contemporary  critics  but  "probably  the  most  important 
living  poet  in  our  language."  ^  Nevertheless,  it  is  ironic 

^  One  factor  at  least  in  this  seemingly  excessive  respect  was  finally  ex- 
plained in  Eliot's  essay  "Ezra  Pound"  in  Poetry,  September  1946.  Eliot 
writes:  "It  was  in  1922  that  I  placed  before  him  in  Paris  the  manu- 
script of  a  sprawling,  chaotic  poem  called  The  Waste  Land  which  left 
his  hands,   reduced   to  about  half  its   size,   in   the  form   in   which  it 
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that  Eliot's  most  famous  tribute,  his  dedication  of  The 
Waste  Land  to  Pound,  "//  miglior  fabbro'^  should  be  so 
generally  misunderstood.  "//  miglior  fabbro"  "the  better 
craftsman,"  is  Dante's  description  of  Arnaut  Daniel  in 
the  Purgatorio  (put  in  the  mouth  of  Guido  Guinicelli), 
but  it  carries  a  sense  of  ironic,  courteous  overpraise  now 
(if  it  did  not  then),  since  even  if  Dante  did  not  know  he 
was  a  better,  greater  craftsman  than  Arnaut,  we  know  it. 
Thus  used  by  Eliot  in  speaking  of  Pound,  it  is  at  once  a 
polite  tribute  and  an  implied  boast  of  superior  potentiality. 

An  influence  on  Eliot  probably  second  only  to  Pound 
was  T.  E.  Hulme,  who  was  killed  in  the  war  in  1917  at 
the  age  of  thirty-four  and  whose  work  was  not  published 
until  1924,  when  Herbert  Read  edited  a  collection  of  his 
papers  as  Speculations.  Hulme  was  a  translator  of  Berg- 
son  and  Sorel,  a  rationalist  Catholic,  classicist,  militarist, 
and  premature  fascist.  His  notebooks  circulated  among 
friends  in  manuscript,  and  it  is  certain  that  Eliot,  Pound, 
and  a  number  of  other  critics  were  familiar  with  them 
long  before  their  publication.  From  Hulme,  Eliot  to  some 
extent  derived  his  classical  tradition,  his  concept  of  dogma 
as  being  the  vital  element  in  religion,  for  the  sake  of  which 
it  is  possible  to  "swallow"  sentiment  and  ritual,  and  his 
principal  example  of  art  and  criticism  in  the  service  of  re- 
ligious orthodoxy  and  political  reaction.  Hulme  was  pos- 
sibly the  only  contemporary  critic  who  could  have  wholly 
agreed  with  Eliot's  perverted  doctrine  that  the  spirit  killeth 
but  the  letter  giveth  life.  Hulme,  in  the  quarter-century 
since  his  death,  has  acquired  a  reputation  as  the  standard- 
bearer  for  traditional  criticism.  Besides  Eliot,  his  influence 
is  marked  on  Pound  (who  has  put  on  record  an  offensive 
conversation  with  Hulme  where  he  is  the  teacher  and 
Hulme  the  awed  student),  Allen  Tate  and  others  of  the 
Southern  school,  the  neo-humanists,  T.  Sturge  Moore,  and, 
in  the  other  camp,  Richards  and  Herbert  Read. 

Despite  their  basic  opposition,  I.  A.  Richards  has  been 
a  third  major  influence  on  Eliot's  critical  thought.  Eliot 

appears  in  print."  When,  later  in  the  piece,  he  says  of  the  Cantos; 
"There  is  nobody  living  who  can  write  hke  this:  how  many  can  be 
named,  who  can  write  half  so  well?"  the  statement  makes  no  more 
objective  sense  than  variants  of  it  did  before,  but  now  at  least  it 
makef  a  good  deal  of  subjective  sense. 
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has  frequently  acknowledged  indebtedness  to  Richards  and 
similarity  in  their  ideas,  has  found  his  work  "of  cardinal 
importance  in  the  history  of  literary  criticism,"  and  has 
undoubtedly  derived  from  the  early  Richards  one  of  his 
basic  concepts,  the  theory  of  the  irrelevancy  of  belief  to 
poetic  appreciation,  both  in  the  reader  and  (with  reserva- 
tions) in  the  poet.  Eliot  has  resisted  Richards's  basic 
scientific  orientation,  frequently  with  sharp  attack,  while 
at  the  same  time  borrowing  many  of  its  concepts  and  a 
good  deal  of  its  vocabulary. 

One  of  the  chief  problems  raised  by  T.  S.  Eliot's  crit- 
icism is  the  problem  of  the  critic  who  also  happens  to  be 
a  creative  writer  of  importance.  Of  the  critics  studied  in 
this  book,  several  seem  to  do  no  writing  other  than  critical 
or  scholarly,  among  them  Brooks,  Richards,  Caroline 
Spurgeon,  and  Maud  Bodkin;  a  number,  such  as  Winters, 
Blackmur,  Empson,  and  Burke,  are  poets  or  novelists  of 
varying  degrees  of  importance  and  literary  excellence,  but 
only  Eliot  is  a  first-rate  creative  writer  of  major  impor- 
tance. As  Matthiessen  has  reminded  us,  Eliot  is  in  "the 
main  line  of  poet-critics  that  runs  from  Ben  Jonson  and 
Dryden  through  Samuel  Johnson,  Coleridge,  and  Arnold," 
and  it  is  this  quality  of  being  a  craftsman  talking  of  what 
he  knows  at  first  hand  that  has  given  Eliot  his  authority. 

In  our  day,  characteristically,  the  chief  glorifier  of  the 
poet-critic  has  been  Pound,  who  remarks  in  one  place: 
"Pay  no  attention  to  the  criticism  of  men  who  have  never 
themselves  written  a  notable  work,"  and  in  another:  "If 
you  wanted  to  know  something  about  an  automobile, 
would  you  go  to  a  man  who  had  made  one  and  driven  it, 
or  to  a  man  who  had  merely  heard  about  it?  And  of  the 
two  men  who  had  made  automobiles,  would  you  go  to  one 
who  had  made  a  good  one,  or  one  who  had  made  a  botch?" 
Nevertheless,  all  argument  is  not  on  the  side  of  the  poet- 
critic.  Winckelmann's  argument,  that  the  artist  criticizing 
art  tends  to  make  difficulty  overcome  the  test  of  achieve- 
ment, has  never  been  satisfactorily  answered,  and  the  cur- 
rent practice  of  literary  periodicals,  particularly  the  liberal 
weeklies,  in  giving  poetry  automatically  to  poets  for  review 
has  revealed  that  Winckelmann's  objection  only  applies  to 
the  best  examples,  while  in  the  worst  examples  the  poet- 
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critic  is  only  concerned  with  matters  of  private  squabbling, 
log-rolling,  jealousies,  and  revenge. 

A  glance  at  some  types  of  criticism  indulged  in  by 
creative  writers  of  importance  may  cast  some  light  on  the 
matter.  The  most  notable  example  of  such  criticism  in  our 
time,  by  general  agreement,  is  the  Critical  Prefaces  of 
Henry  James.  James  combined  insight  into  his  own  creative 
processes,  detailed  self-revelation,  and  remarkable  gen- 
eralizing ability  to  furnish  us  with  one  of  the  most  valuable 
records  of  the  creative  mind  ever  penned.  He  lacked  that 
insight,  however,  into  the  creative  processes  of  other 
writers,  and  despite  a  sensitivity  to  craft  perhaps  greater 
than  any  in  our  time,  he  never  achieved,  in  discussing  any 
other  writer,  the  same  results  he  got  in  self-analysis. 

The  James  tradition  of  critical  self-revelation  has  been 
continued  in  a  number  of  poet-critics  of  our  day.  Out- 
standing among  them  are  Allen  Tate  and  John  Crowe 
Ransom.  (Curiously  enough,  Eliot  himself,  despite  such 
statements  as:  "I  maintain  even  that  the  criticism  employed 
by  a  trained  and  skilled  writer  on  his  own  work  is  the 
most  vital,  the  highest  kind  of  criticism,"  has  put  very 
little  of  this  on  record,  and  almost  never  discusses  his 
own  work  openly,  preferring  to  write  of  "the  poet"  in 
general).  In  a  remarkable  article  called  "Narcissus  as 
Narcissus"  in  Reason  in  Madness  Allen  Tate  has  analyzed 
his  own  poem  "Ode  to  the  Confederate  Dead"  in  twenty 
pages  of  detailed  commentary.  It  is  a  tremendously  useful 
analysis,  fit  to  rank  with  Hart  Crane's  letter  interpreting 
his  poem  "At  Melville's  Tomb"  as  a  study  of  the  contem- 
porary poetic  mind,  but  it  is  almost  impossible  to  discuss 
as  criticism,  if  only  because  the  poet  dealing  with  his  own 
work  has  a  monopoly  on  any  facts  he  cares  to  furnish. 

John  Crowe  Ransom,  a  different  case,  deals  in  critical 
self-revelation  somewhat  more  subtly.  As  a  critic  he  has 
created  a  poetics  that  seems  chiefly  based  on  his  own 
procedure  in  writing  poetry.  It  involves  his  distinction  be- 
tween the  "structure"  and  the  "texture"  of  a  poem,  and  a 
further  opposition  between  meter  and  meaning.  The  poem 
is  thus  a  compromise  between  structure  and  texture,  and 
a  further  compromise  is  achieved  when  the  intended  mean- 
ing has  to  be  altered  to  fit  the  meter,  and  the  intended 
meter   to   fit   the   meaning.   These   distinctions    are   un- 
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doubtedly  valid  in  the  case  of  Ransom's  own  writing  or 
the  work  of  a  man  like  Yeats  (who  wrote  first  in  prose  and 
then  hammered  the  work  into  verse),  but  in  the  case  of  a 
poet  whose  composition  flows  freely,  say  Shakespeare  or 
the  early  Keats,  they  would  be  extremely  inappropriate. 
What  Ransom  has  done,  in  creating  a  poetics  in  his  own 
pattern,  is  what  any  poet-critic  must  inevitably  do,  but  his 
pattern  seems  somewhat  too  specialized  to  be  of  much 
help. 

In  these  few  examples  of  the  poet-critic,  among  the  best 
our  age  has  to  offer,  some  of  the  problems  involved 
emerge.  The  creative  writer  is  (under  certain  circum- 
stances) best  equipped  to  discuss  his  own  work,  but  in  that 
case  no  one  else  is  equipped  to  discuss  it  with  him,  and 
criticism  becomes  as  isolated  an  art  as  autobiography.  If, 
instead  of  discussing  his  work,  he  erects  a  theory  of  com- 
position on  it,  that  theory  may  suffer  from  his  own  atypi- 
cality,  since  to  some  extent  and  in  one  way  or  another 
all  writers  are  atypical.  If  he  discusses  the  work  of  others, 
from  the  inevitable  specialization  of  his  work  he  is  very 
likely  to  lack  the  knowledge  and  theoretical  background 
of  the  professional  critic,  as  does  E.  M.  Forster  in  his 
literary  pieces,  or  to  be  disqualified  as  an  ordinary  reader 
by  greater  craft  awareness  while  unable  to  speak  purely  as 
a  critic  or  craftsman,  as  was  the  case  with  Virginia  Woolf 
in  The  Common  Readers.  He  may  be  debarred  by  personal 
taboos  from  frankly  discussing  his  own  work,  like  Eliot, 
or  unable  to  bring  the  same  insight  to  bear  on  anyone 
else's,  like  James.  He  may  be,  finally,  too  obsessed  with 
his  own  formula,  jealous,  or  afflicted  with  any  of  the  other 
vices  of  the  poet-critic  suggested  above.  In  view  of  these 
objections  and  others,  it  might  be  suggested  that  first-rate 
objective  criticism  may  accidentally  arise  from  a  first- 
rate  creative  writer,  as  in  the  case  of  Eliot,  but  that  as  a 
general  rule  the  best  criticism,  like  the  best  of  anything 
else,  will  be  the  work  of  professionals.  (This  is  not  to 
deny  one  of  the  basic  principles  of  criticism,  which  is  that 
the  critic  requires  some  experience  as  a  creative  writer  or 
he  cannot  possibly  understand  the  problems  involved,  or 
to  attack  the  great  importance  as  literary  documents 
of  such  pieces  as  James's  Prefaces  or  the  Tate  article.) 
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"His  essays  are  his  conscious  thoughts  about  the  kinds  of 
work  he  was  doing,"  Eliot  has  written  of  Dryden,  and  in 
introducing  the  concept  of  the  poet  writing  criticism  as  the 
conscious  poet,  he  has  proposed  the  view  from  which  he 
would  like  to  be  considered.  Eliot  plainly  considers  some 
critical  quality,  which  he  sometimes  speaks  of  as  "the 
historical  sense,"  to  be  indispensable  to  the  survival  of  a 
poet  "beyond  his  twenty-fifth  year."  Having  himself  con- 
tinued to  write  past  that  crucial  year  (the  statement  was 
made  at  twenty-nine),  Eliot  can  be  presumed  to  find  it  in 
himself.  Nevertheless,  he  would  draw  a  definite  line  be- 
tween the  content  of  a  poet's  poetry  and  his  criticism.  "I 
would  say  that  in  one's  prose  reflexions  one  may  be  legiti- 
mately occupied  with  ideals,"  he  writes,  "whereas  in  the 
writing  of  verse  one  can  only  deal  with  actuality."  This 
was,  so  far  as  I  know,  Eliot's  first  reply  to  the  constant 
charge  of  inconsistency  between  his  poetry  and  his  crit- 
icism. This  attack  ranges  from  Ernest  Boyd's  pigheaded 
"his  aesthetic  theory  bears  no  relation  whatever  to  his 
practice"  to  Ransom's  sympathetic: 

And  the  poet  clashed  with  the  critic.  The  critical 
Eliot  was  Jekyll,  the  poetical  Eliot  was  Hyde;  and  it 
was  wonderful  to  imagine  that  somewhere  in  Jekyll's 
pervasive  wisdom  was  the  word  which  justified  the 
Hyde;  both  the  Jekyll  and  the  Hyde  were  studied 
the  harder  in  the  effort  to  harmonize  them.  I  think  it 
cannot  be  done,  and  the  word  was  not  there.  The 
drift  of  the  criticism  was  heavily  against  the  drift  of 
the  poetry. 

F.  O.  Matthiessen,  almost  alone,  has  been  moved  to 
defend  Eliot's  consistency.  Beginning  by  conceding  "Eliot's 
preference  for  a  very  different  kind  of  poetry  from  that 
which  he  is  capable  of  writing,"  Matthiessen  has  main- 
tained that  "his  criticism  steadily  illuminates  the  aims  of 
his  verse,  while  his  verse  illustrates  many  aspects  of  his 
critical  theory."  By  the  time  Four  Quartets  appeared,  Mat- 
thiessen had  come  to  believe  that  the  best  understanding 
of  Eliot's  poetry  was  derived  from  the  criticism,  and 
pointed  out  that  Eliot's  essay  "The  Music  of  Poetry" 
"throws  the  most  relevant  light  upon  his  poetic  intentions, 
and  is  thus  a  further  piece  of  refutation  to  those  who 
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persist  in  the  fallacy  that  there  is  no  harmony  between  his 
'revolutionary'  creative  work  and  his  'traditionalist'  criti- 
cism." 6 

Despite  a  good  deal  of  nonsense  from  all  parties,  there 
is  a  serious  point  involved,  the  organic  unity  of  a  human 
personality.  The  critics  who  find  no  such  consistency  in 
Eliot's  work  are  inevitably  dissociating  a  man  out  of  all 
semblance  of  meaning,  if  not  of  life,  while  on  the  other 
side  Matthiessen  errs  in  making  the  relationship  too  simple, 
the  criticism  a  handy  guidebook  or  trot  for  the  poetry. 
Eliot's  own  position  is  soundest  on  some  of  the  possible 
ways  a  poet's  criticism  can  complement  his  verse.  "The 
poetic  critic  is  criticizing  poetry  in  order  to  create  poetry," 
he  wrote  in  an  early  essay,  noting  the  most  obvious  rela- 
tionship. He  has  also  recognized  the  poet  projecting  and 
defending  in  the  critic:  "Arnold  was,  perhaps,  not  al- 
together the  detached  critic  when  he  wrote  this  line;  he 
may  have  been  stirred  to  a  defense  of  his  own  poetry."  By 
1942  Eliot  had  stopped  implying  detachment  in  his  own 
work  and  wrote:  "But  I  believe  that  the  critical  writings  of 
poets,  of  which  in  the  past  there  have  been  some  very 
distinguished  examples,  owe  a  great  deal  of  their  interest  to 
the  fact  that  at  the  back  of  the  poet's  mind,  if  not  as  his 
ostensible  purpose,  he  is  always  trying  to  defend  the  kind 
of  poetry  he  is  writing,  or  to  formulate  the  kind  that  he 
wants  to  write."  That  is,  the  criticism  does  a  number  of 
jobs  for  the  man,  just  as  the  poetry  does,  is  in  fact  another 
kind  of  poetry,  and  these  two  poetries  may  overlap  to  vary- 
ing degrees  without  ever  being  wholly  dissociated  or  wholly 
identical. 

In  recent  years,  however,  they  seem  to  have  been  grow- 
ing more  and  more  dissociated.  Eliot's  latest  essays,  done 
in  the  forties,  have  tended  to  confront  the  religious,  educa- 
tional, social,  and  political  aspects  of  his  tradition  frankly 
rather  than  through  the  medium  of  poetic  texts.  The  Clas- 
sics and  the  Man  of  Letters,  his  presidential  address  to  the 

^The  Quartets  seem  to  have  won  many  more  people  to  Matthies- 
sen's  view.  Since  this  chapter  was  written,  several  statements  of  it  have 
appeared,  among  them  Miss  M.  C,  Bradbrook's  in  T.  S.  Eliot:  A  Study 
of  His  Writing  by  Several  Hands  (1947),  which  argued  that  "the 
criticism  is  often  the  best  commentary  on  the  poetry"  with  persuasive 
documentation,  and  William  York  Tindall's  in  The  American  Scholar, 
Autumn  1947,  which  insisted  that  Eliot's  criticism  is,  "whatever  its 
ostensible  subject,  a  criticism  of  his  own  practice." 
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Classical  Association,  published  as  a  pamphlet  in  1942, 
centers  on  problems  of  "Christian  culture";  and  his  intro- 
duction to  A  Choice  of  Kipling's  Verse,  published  the 
same  year,  is  chiefly  a  political  defense  of  Kipling's  "im- 
perial patriotism"  and  racism  (Eliot  "cannot  believe  he 
held  a  doctrine  of  race  superiority")  J  "Notes  toward  a 
Definition  of  Culture,"  published  in  the  New  English 
Weekly  in  1943  and  reprinted  in  Partisan  Review,  Spring 
1944,  continues  the  tendencies  in  The  Idea  of  a  Christian 
Society,  with  more  emphasis  on  the  cultural  and  educational 
aspects  of  Eliot's  ideal  ecclesiastical  totalitarianism.  "The 
Man  of  Letters  and  the  Future  of  Europe,"  reprinted  in 
the  Sewanee  Review,  Summer  1945,  from  the  Norwegian 
Norseman,  is  a  proposal  that  men  of  letters  as  a  class  agree 
on  such  public  matters  as  culture  and  education;  and 
"What  Is  Minor  Poetry?,"  an  address  to  an  association  of 
Welsh  Bookmen,  published  in  the  Sewanee  Review, 
Winter  1946,  taking  an  educational  rather  than  a  critical 
approach  and  patronizing  in  tone,  devotes  a  good  part  of 
its  space  to  classifying  the  functions  performed  by  an- 
thologies and  little  magazines.  The  recent  essay  on  Pound 
and  the  obituary  for  Valery  are  concerned,  respectively, 
with  what  of  Pound  and  what  of  Valery's  Europe  will 
survive  (Valery  had  said  ''L' Europe  est  finie"),  and  here 
we  can  imagine  a  certain  amount  of  projection.  Finally,  a 
number  of  Eliot's  recent  writings  are  directly  religious  or 
political:  a  pamphlet  on  Church  union,  an  introduction  to 
an  anonymous  book.  Dark  of  the  Moon,  about  the  Rus- 
sian mistreatment  of  Poland,  and  so  on.  Since  "The  Music 
of  Poetry"  in  1942,  I  am  not  aware  of  any  criticism  by 
Eliot  that  focuses  on  literature  as  literature  (except  per- 
haps for  a  recent  lecture  in  New  York  on  Milton,  which 
revised  upward  his  former  estimate).  The  pattern  of  all 
Eliot's  recent  work  seems  to  be  one  of  the  tradition  gradu- 
ally overcoming  the  literary  concern  from  which  it  sprang, 
just  as  the  political  reaction  (in  cases  like  that  of  Maurras) 
sometimes  overcomes  the  religious  view  it  was  once  de- 
signed to  support. 

Despite  all  Eliot's  protest  to  the  contrary,  the  man  Eliot 

"^  Under  pressure  from  a  review  by  Lionel  Trilling,  Eliot  explained  in 
the  Nation,  January  15,  1944:  "I  am  not  aware  that  he  cherished  any 
particuiariy  anti-Semitic  feelings"    (italics   mine). 
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is  of  course  the  clue  to  both  the  poetry  and  the  criticism, 
just  as  in  the  last  analysis  the  "tradition"  seems  to  be 
reducible  to  a  personal  need.  Another  literary  controversy, 
quite  as  bitter  and  fruitless  as  the  debate  over  his  prose 
versus  his  verse,  is  the  question  of  the  degree  to  which 
Eliot's  poetry  is  autobiographic.  Matthiessen  has  legiti- 
mately slapped  critics  like  Granville  Hicks  and  C.  Day 
Lewis,  who  have  had  Eliot  writing  his  social  autobiography 
respectively  in  "Gerontion"  and  "Prufrock,"  and  it  is  ob- 
vious that  Eliot  as  an  Aged  Eagle  in  his  early  forties  is  a 
little  ridiculous.  Nevertheless,  it  is  impossible  to  read 
certain  passages,  notably  in  the  Quartets,  as  anything  but 
direct  personal  statements  from  the  poet,  written  in  the 
tone  of  almost  conversational  prose.  He  writes  in  "East 
Coker": 

That  was  a  way  of  putting  it — not  very  satisfactory; 
A  periphrastic  study  in  a  worn-out  poetical  fashion. 
Leaving  one  still  with  the  intolerable  wrestle 
With  words  and  meanings.  The  poetry  does  not  matter. 
It  was  not  (to  start  again)  what  one  had  expected. 
What  was  to  be  the  value  of  the  long  looked  forward  to. 
Long  hoped  for  calm,  the  autumnal  serenity 
And  the  wisdom  of  age?* 

And  a  few  pages  later: 

So  here  I  am,  in  the  middle  way,  having  had  twenty 

years — 
Twenty  years  largely  wasted,  the  years  of  Ventre  deux 

guerres — 
Tr)'ing  to  learn  to  use  words,  and  every  attempt 
Is  a  wholly  new  start,  and  a  different  kind  of  failure 
Because  one  has  only  learnt  to  get  the  better  of  words 
For  the  thing  one  no  longer  has  to  say,  or  the  way  in 

which 
One  is  no  longer  disposed  to  say  it.  And  so  each  venture 
Is  a  new  beginning,  a  raid  on  the  inarticulate 
With  shabby  equipment  always  deteriorating 
In  the  general  mess  of  imprecision  of  feeling, 
Undisciplined  squads  of  emotion.* 

*  From  "East  Coker"  in  Four  Quartets  by  T.  S.  Eliot,  copyright, 
1943,  by  T.  S.  Eliot.  Reprinted  by  permission  of  Harcourt,  Brace  and 
Comnanv.  Inc. 
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The  chief  emphasis  here,  even  to  the  "feeling"  and  "emo- 
tion" banished  from  poetry  a  quarter  of  a  century  ago, 
is  on  suffering,  the  suffering  EUot  once  proclaimed,  in  his 
book  on  Dante,  as  not  only  the  source  of  poetry  but  its 
only  material.  He  has  confessed  that  after  writing  poetry 
he  feels  "a  sudden  relief  from  an  intolerable  burden,"  and 
remarked  in  another  place:  "We  all  have  to  choose  what- 
ever subject-matter  affords  us  the  deepest  and  most  secret 
release."  It  is  easy  enough,  certainly,  to  see  the  suffering 
man  in  the  famous  statement:  "We  fight  rather  to  keep 
something  alive  than  in  the  expectation  that  anything  will 
triumph,"  or  in  Eliot's  "Last  Words"  for  the  Criterion  in 
1939,  on  giving  up  the  magazine  after  sixteen  years: 

In  the  present  state  of  public  affairs — which  has  in- 
duced in  myself  a  depression  of  spirits  so  different 
from  any  other  experience  of  fifty  years  as  to  be  a 
new  emotion — I  no  longer  feel  the  enthusiasm  neces- 
sary to  make  a  literary  review  what  it  should  be. 

The  personality  that  emerges  finally  is  not,  as  we  should 
expect,  that  of  the  triumphant  great  artist  who  has 
achieved,  in  the  Quartets,  one  of  the  authentic  master- 
pieces of  our  time,  but  that  of  a  sick,  defeated,  and  suffer- 
ing man;  the  discipline  and  impersonality  of  the  poetry, 
the  "tradition"  of  the  criticism,  chiefly  props  to  sustain  him. 
"Traditional"  criticism  can  yet  be,  unlike  Eliot's,  turned 
with  hope  toward  the  future,  but  it  will  want  different 
things  of  literature  and  it  will  have  to  choose  a  different 
tradition. 


CHAPTER  3 


Van  Wyck  Brooks 

and  Biographical  Criticism 


In  the  case  of  Van  Wyck  Brooks  it  is  particularly  difficult 
to  abstract  a  usable  critical  method  from  the  rest  of  the 
man  and  his  work.  It  has  been  at  least  a  decade  since 
anyone  concerned  with  literature  took  him  very  seriously, 
and  in  that  decade  he  has  at  once  achieved  an  enormous 
popular  success  (The  Flowering  of  New  England  "headed 
best-seller  lists  for  fifty-nine  consecutive  weeks")  and 
become  a  narrow  and  embittered  old  gentleman  with  a 
white  mustache.  He  has  entered  the  lists  against  "coterie 
literature" — that  is,  James,  Joyce,  Eliot,  and  the  rest  of 
the  serious  moderns,  who  represent  the  "death-drive" — 
opposing  to  them  "primary  literature" — that  is,  Sandburg, 
Frost,  and  Lewis  Mumford,  who  represent  life  and  health. 
"Literature  has  been  out  on  a  branch.  We  must  return  to 
the  trunk,"  he  remarked  pontifically,  and,  spurred  on  by 
Archibald  MacLeish's  wartime  Kulturkampf,  suggested 
burning  German  books  and  announced  that  writers  in  the 
democratic  countries  had  poisoned  the  minds  of  their 
readers  and  sapped  France's  will  to  resist  Hitler.  He  has 
emerged  as  increasingly  xenophobic,  his  early  resentment 
of  immigrants,  particularly  "young  East  Siders,"  with 
their  "alien  wants"  bewildering  "hereditary  Americans," 
hardening  in  the  later  books  to  a  kind  of  Yankee  racism, 
so  that  New  England  declined  when  "alien  races  pressed 
on  the  native  race,"  and  in  the  last  books  "race"  and 
"racial"  are  scattered  thick  as  nuts  in  fudge.  At  the  same 
time  he  has  become  increasingly  preoccupied  with  gene- 
alogy, with  the  pursuit  of  "one's  forbears,"  with  "the 
burgher-aristocracy,  the  Van  Wycks"  (Brooks  wrote  of 
Alcott:  "He  was  much  concerned  with  his  genealogy.  At 
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fifty-four,  why  not?"),  and  the  footnotes  of  New  England: 
Indian  Summer  are  chiefly  long  lists  of  the  family  lines  of 
writers,  or  which  writers  went  to  Harvard  and  which  to 
Yale.  He  was  now  "convinced"  by  Spengler,  devoted  to 
"the  great  Hans  Zinsser"  and  Dr.  Alexis  Carrell. 

Brooks  has  made  so  many  switches  in  his  forty  years 
of  writing  and  his  nineteen  books  that  it  is  difficult  to 
perceive  any  consistent  pattern.  He  has  been  an  aesthete, 
a  socialist,  a  Freudian,  a  manifesto-writer,  a  Jungian,  a 
Tolstoyan  book-burner,  and  finally  a  compiler  of  literary 
pastiche  and  travelogue  for  the  Book-of-the-Month  Club. 
He  has  moved  from  total  arty  rejection  of  America  and 
its  culture  to  total  uncritical  acceptance.  He  has  occupied 
almost  every  political  and  philosophic  position  of  our  time, 
and  called  them  all  "socialism."  Nevertheless,  there  is  a 
consistent  pattern  in  his  work,  from  his  first  book  to  his 
last,  but  it  is  a  method  rather  than  a  viewpoint,  the 
method  of  biographical  criticism. 

The  basic  assumption  of  biographical  criticism  is  that 
the  chief  clues  to  a  man's  work  can  be  found  in  the  study 
of  his  life,  personality,  and  character.  "The  only  fruitful 
approach  is  the  personal  approach,"  Brooks  wrote  in 
America's  Coming-of-Age,  and  a  quarter  of  a  century  later, 
in  The  Opinions  of  Oliver  Allston,  he  defined  what  he 
meant  by  the  personal  approach  in  biography  and  distin- 
guished it  from  the  scientific  approach: 

But  these  facts  [of  psychoanalysis]  are  no  more 
useful  than  other  facts,  and  all  his  facts  are  useless 
until  the  biographer  has  reconceived  them  in  the  light 
of  his  intuitive  faculty,  with  its  feeling  for  reality  and 
proportion.  This  is  a  different  mental  organ  from  the 
intelligence,  which  actually  paralyzes  its  operation. 
It  is  not  the  causes  that  matter  in  biography,  it  is  the 
character  itself,  which  belongs  to  the  moral  and  aes- 
thetic sphere,  a  sphere  that  is  quite  apart  from  the 
sphere  of  causation.  The  attempt  to  turn  biography 
into  a  science  is  as  futile  as  it  is  with  history. 

This  intuition  of  character  or  personality,  with  brief 
forays  into  using  the  intelligence,  that  paralyzing  organ, 
has  been  the  central  feature  of  all  Brooks's  work.  It  is  a 
thread  of  consistency  running  through  bewildering  hetero- 
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geneity,  and  to  follow  its  permutations  the  order  and  dates 
of  his  books  are  important. 

His  first  critical  book  was  Wine  of  the  Puritans,  pub- 
lished in  London  in  1908,  while  Brooks  was  living  in  Eng- 
land. (Before  that,  as  Harvard  undergraduates  in  1905,  he 
and  John  Hall  Wheelock  had  published  a  pamphlet  of 
their  verse  anonymously.)  Subtitled  "A  Study  of  Present- 
Day  America,"  V/ine  of  the  Puritans  is  in  the  form  of  a 
dialogue  between  Brooks  and  a  young  man  called  "Grad- 
ing" at  Baja  in  Italy,  and  it  is  one  of  the  most  purely  pre- 
cious, artiness  for  artiness'  sake,  documents  of  the  twen- 
tieth century,  lacking  only  the  Beardsley  illustrations. 
"Another  shipload  of  Italians  going  to  take  our  places  at 
home,"  one  of  the  young  men  murmurs,  pointing  a  lan- 
guid ivory  finger.  "American  history  is  so  unlovable," 
Brooks  assures  us,  writing  a  little  manifesto  for  expatria- 
tion: Barnum  is  the  typical  American;  socialism  is  "a 
dazzling  dream  of  impossible  Utopias."  Nevertheless,  amid 
all  the  absurdity,  the  book  contains  two  serious  points. 
One  is  a  distinction  between  the  wine  of  the  Puritans,  the 
emphasis  on  the  real  in  America,  which  became  com- 
mercialism, and  the  aroma  of  the  wine,  the  emphasis  on 
the  ideal,  which  became  transcendentalism.  Here,  in  em- 
bryo, is  the  distinction  between  "highbrow"  and  "low- 
brow" of  which  Brooks  was  later  to  make  so  much.  The 
other  significant  thing  in  the  booklet  is  the  germ  of  the 
later  biographical  method.  Brooks  is  able  to  place  Amer- 
ican culture  only  by  seeing  it  in  terms  of  personalities 
("personality  was  always  to  be  his  key  word") — Barnum, 
Brigham  Young,  Rockefeller — and  he  confesses  that  he 
had  tried  to  write  a  book  called  The  American  Humorists, 
but  was  forced  to  give  it  up  when  he  couldn't  "recreate  the 
personalities"  behind  their  pseudonyms. 

Brooks's  next  little  book,  published  in  London  in  1913 
and  published  in  this  country  for  the  first  time  in  1947, 
was  The  Malady  of  the  Ideal,  a  melancholy  discussion  of 
Maurice  de  Guerin,  Amiel,  and  Senancour's  Obermann. 
Along  with  some  extravagant  pastoral  lyricism  about 
"deep-bosomed  milkmaids"  a  paean  to  Catholic  pantheism, 
and  some  high-flown  racial  nonsense  about  the  French  soul 
and  the  Teutonic  soul,  Brooks  furnishes  three  intelligent 
biographical   studies   of   souls  sick  with  longing  for  the 
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•Absolute,  the  de  Guerin  piece  almost  straight  factual 
biography,  the  other  two  tinged  with  critical  analysis, 
particularly  the  shrewd  comparisons  of  Senancour  with 
Arnold  and  Gissing. 

The  next  two  works  were  short  critical  biographies, 
John  Addington  Symonds  in  1914  and  The  World  of  H.  G. 
Wells  in  1915.  The  Symonds  is  a  rather  evasive  study, 
ignoring  Symonds's  nervous  disease  and  alternately  hinting 
at  and  denying  his  homosexuality.  It  opposes  "social 
order"  and  "muses"  as  the  two  conflicting  poles  and  sees 
Symonds  as  torn  between  the  respective  claims  of  "man" 
and  "artist."  The  book  also  announces  one  of  Brooks's 
most  interesting  and  valuable  theories:  that  a  writer's 
"choice  of  themes  is  never  accidental,"  that  a  critic  deals 
with  writers  with  whom  he  has  "special  affinities,"  and 
that  critical  works  are  thus  "slips,"  "half-confessions."  The 
study  of  Wells  goes  through  five  chapters  of  critical  analysis 
before  Brooks  gets  down  to  biography,  but  the  one  bio- 
graphical chapter  is  the  core  of  the  book.  Wells  was  the 
child  of  a  shopkeeper  and  a  lady's  maid;  like  Dickens  and 
Defoe  he  rose  out  of  this  class  by  his  own  intellectual  ef- 
forts, and  all  his  views  and  all  his  books  are  thus  projec- 
tions of  the  opportunism  of  his  own  life.  Points  of  view. 
Brooks  writes,  "are  determined  very  largely  by  the  charac- 
ters and  modes  of  living  of  the  men  who  hold  them."  The 
book  is  one  of  Brooks's  best,  and  the  view  of  Wells  as 
characteristic  shopkeeper  furnishes  an  amazing  insight  into 
the  fluid  and  changeable  world  of  his  philosophy. 

The  next  works  were  America's  Coming-of-Age,  pub- 
lished in  1915,  and  Letters  and  Leadership,  published  in 
1918,  both  of  them  collected  in  one  volume,  along  with  an 
essay  on  The  Literary  Life  in  America,  as  Three  Essays 
on  America  in  1934,  with  a  preface  apologizing  for  their 
"impudence"  and  "levity."  All  three  are  manifestoes  and 
calls  for  action,  and  all  three  were  tremendously  influential 
on  a  literary  generation,  although  precisely  what  action 
they  called  for  never  quite  became  clear.  America's  Com- 
ing-of-Age announced  that  "One  cannot  have  personality 
...  so  long  as  the  end  of  society  is  an  impersonal  end 
like  the  accumulation  of  money";  castigated  the  warped 
division  of  our  thinkers,  beginning  with  Edwards  and 
Franklin,  into  "Highbrow"  and  "Lowbrow";  and  proposed 
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as  the  hope  "personality  on  a  middle  plane,"  self-fuUfill- 
ment,  and  socialism.  Exalting  Whitman,  it  got  in  some 
good  cracks  at  Emerson's  "imperfect  interest  in  human 
life,"  "the  grotesque,  pathetic  and  charming  futility  of  men 
like  Bronson  Alcott,"  and  the  deficiencies  of  the  rest  of 
"our  Poets."  Letters  and  Leadership  attacked  the  blighting 
effect  of  pioneering  utilitarianism,  or  Puritanism,  on  Amer- 
ican culture,  announced  that  poetry,  art,  and  Wells's  "sci- 
ence" would  finally  save  society  from  its  own  spiritual 
corruption,  and  discussed  in  rather  sharp  terms  some  of 
the  critical  and  artistic  personalities  the  times  had  pro- 
duced. The  Literary  Life  in  America  announced  that  the 
American  artist  is  an  exile  and  a  criminal,  and  called  for 
a  "school"  of  writers  with  a  sense  of  "free  will"  and 
"genuine,  full-blooded  egoism"  to  "reforestate  our  spiritual 
territory." 

The  Ordeal  of  Mark  Twain,  published  in  1920,  was 
Brooks's  first  major  book.  It  is  discussed  in  some  detail 
below,  but  it  is  worth  noting  here  that  it  represents  the  best 
balance  of  the  biographical  method  he  ever  achieved,  the 
use  of  social  and  psychological  insights  to  deepen  the 
"intuitions  of  personality"  without  ever  pushing  any  of 
them  far  enough  to  take  him  out  of  the  frame  of  biography 
into  science  or  pseudo-science.  The  work  is  partially 
straight  biographical  criticism;  partially  a  social  study, 
Twain  seen  against  an  oppressive  social  background;  and 
partially  amateur  psychiatry,  with  Brooks  drawing  on 
Freud  for  concepts  like  repression,  sublimation,  and  pro- 
jection, techniques  of  dream-analysis,  and  a  theory  of  the 
function  of  humor,  drawing  on  Adler  for  terms  like  "mas- 
culine protest"  and  drawing  on  other  psychoanalysis  for 
anything  he  can  pick  up. 

Some  time  between  1914,  when  it  appeared  in  French, 
and  1924,  when  he  translated  it  for  an  American  edition, 
Brooks  read  Leon  Bazalgette's  Henry  Thoreau,  sauvage, 
and  was  apparently  fascinated  by  the  method,  which  con- 
sisted in  using  the  writer's  words  without  quotation  marks 
or  any  indication  of  their  source  to  give  his  thoughts. 
Even  used  on  a  writer  like  Thoreau,  who  wrote  little  not 
directly  autobiographical,  the  method  was  a  wrench,  but 
when  Brooks  used  it  in  his  book  on  James,  The  Pilgrimage 
of  Henry  James,  which  appeared  in  1925,  it  produced  an 
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Utter  botch.  The  method  resulted  in  a  series  of  increasingly  i 
offensive  interior  monologues,  reducing  James's  first-rate  \ 
mind  to  the  stature  of  his  simplest  characters,  culminating,  [ 
in  the  chapter  called  "The  Altar  of  the  Dead,"  in  an  almost  j 
incredible  vulgarization:  James  as  a  sniveling  old  woman  \ 
complaining  of  how  lonely  he  is  in  an  England  of  bad  j 
manners,  usurpers,  nest-foulers,  monsters,  upstarts,  vul-  ] 
garians,  gamins,  and  cads.  J 

Apart  from  the  absurdity  of  the  method.  The  Pilgrimage  \ 
of  Henry  James  is  a  poor  book  because  Brooks,  a  critic  ; 
of  extremely  limited  imagination  and  aesthetic  sensibility,  ; 
had  chosen  to  write  about  a  writer  he  neither  liked  nor  ■ 
understood.  He  particularly  disliked  James's  later  works,  '; 
what  F.  O.  Matthiessen  has  aptly  called  "the  major  phase,"  \ 
and  revealed  very  little  understanding  or  appreciation  of  | 
any  of  them.  Even  if  this  had  not  been  an  inevitable  i 
result  of  an  aesthetic  deficiency,  it  would  have  been  an  ; 
inevitable  result  of  the  assumption  underlying  the  book,  t 
that  James  killed  his  talent  by  cutting  his  native  roots,  i 
which  required  Brooks  to  find  James's  work  progressively  ) 
deteriorating,  just  as  a  comparable  assumption  about  the  ! 
social  destruction  of  Twain  required  him  to  overestimate  j 
Twain's  potential  enormously.  The  method  is  still  bio-  | 
graphical,  but  it  is  less  social,  less  psychoanalytic,  less  j 
productive  of  insights  into  the  work,  and,  in  the  last  \ 
analysis,  relatively  pointless.  * 

Brooks's  next  full-length  study  was  The  Life  of  Emerson,  . 
published  in  1932.  It  was  his  first  work  that  made  no  pre-  ; 
tense  of  being  a  critical  study,  was  admittedly  a  biography,  J 
and,  unlike  the  Symonds,  the  Wells,  the  Twain,  and  the 
James,  had  no  point  of  view.  (The  title  is  an  interesting  | 
confirmation  of  this:  instead  of  being  an  Ordeal  of,  a  j 
Pilgrimage  of,  or  some  similar  slanting,  it  is  simply  The  ] 
Life  of.)  Not  by  coincidence,  it  became  a  Literary  Guild  1 
selection,  was  Brooks's  first  book  to  have  a  wide  popular  < 
sale,  and  marked  the  end  of  his  serious  work  and  the  begin-  ■ 
ning  of  his  total  uncritical  acceptance.  Studies  of  Whitman  i 
and  Melville  he  had  projected  after  the  James  had  been 
postponed  or  given  up  (Brooks's  announcement  of  failure  'i 
on  Melville  was  the  remark  in  "Notes  on  Herman  Mel-  i 
ville,"  never  since  reprinted:  "We  cannot  penetrate  the  j 
mystery  of  a  personality"),   and  Emerson  was  now,   as  ■ 
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Whitman  had  once  been,  his  "personality  on  a  middle 
plane,"  Franklin  plus  Edwards,  Twain  plus  James. 

Meanwhile,  in  1927,  Brooks  had  published  a  collection 
of  short  pieces,  Emerson  and  Others,  including  "Emerson: 
Six  Episodes,"  chiefly  notes  for  the  1932  life,  the  "Notes 
on  Melville,"  and  a  half-dozen  other  essays.  In  1932  he 
published  Sketches  in  Criticism,  an  extensive  collection  of 
his  critical  essays,  some  of  them  going  back  before  1920, 
from  the  Seven  Arts,  the  Freeman,  and  other  sources.  In 
these  the  biographical  method  is  frequently  a  simple,  pat 
formula  almost  parodying  itself:  Barnum,  for  instance,  was 
fooled  by  his  family  as  a  child,  therefore  he  grew  up  to 
fool  others.  The  new  developments  were:  a  shift  from 
Freud  and  Adler  to  Jung's  glossier  terminology,  partic- 
ularly those  tempting  simplifications,  the  latest  pairing  for 
his  highbrow-lowbrow  dichotomy,  "introvert"  and  "ex- 
trovert," which  he  was  to  continue  through  the  following 
books;  plus  a  new  tone  of  pettishness,  in  pieces  like  "The 
Parvenu  Intellectuals"  and  "The  Doctrine  of  Self-Expres- 
sion,"  toward  modern  literature  (Henry  James,  Eliot,  etc.), 
never  named,  but  always  attacked  as  "expressionism," 
or  literature  of  "psychology"  and  "experiment."  Many  of 
the  pieces  are  frankly  biographical,  like  a  short  one  simply 
called  "From  the  Life  of  Stephen  Crane"  and  a  memoir  of 
John  Butler  Yeats,  and  very  few  of  them  deal  with  the 
living,  since,  like  Sainte-Beuve,  Brooks  found  himself  con- 
fronted with  the  problem  that  a  biographical  method 
cannot  really  begin  to  function  until  all  the  facts  are  in. 
What  little  criticism  is  essayed  is  generally  the  marshaling 
of  giant  cannon  to  blast  such  gnats  as  Hamilton  Wright 
Mabie  and  Joaquin  Miller. 

In  1936  Brooks  published  the  first  volume  in  his  magnum 
opus,  a  literary  history  of  the  United  States,  calling  it  The 
Flowering  of  New  England.  Poor  as  it  is  in  comparison 
with  the  work  of  such  serious  literary  historians  as  Taine, 
Brandes,  de  Sanctis,  and  Parrington,  the  three  volumes 
that  have  so  far  followed  it  at  intervals  of  about  four 
years  are  a  good  deal  worse.  The  Flowering  at  least  has 
a  subject,  the  cultural  climate  of  New  England  before  the 
Civil  War,  the  interstices  between  the  writers;  whereas 
New  England:  Indian  Summer  tried  to  create  a  comparable 
cultural  climate  by  fiat  for  New  England  writers  after  the 
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Civil  War,  even  if  it  meant  kidnapping  Henry  Adams 
from  Washington  and  Cummings  from  Greenwich  Village; 
and  The  World  of  Washington  Irving  and  The  Times  of 
Melville  and  Whitman  abandoned  even  this  fiat  unity  and 
have  no  organizing  principle  other  than  two  dates  and  the 
idea  that  any  writer  not  already  treated  ought  to  be  in- 
cluded somewhere.  All  four  books  are  mosaics  of  quota- 
tions, scraps  from  old  letters  and  documents,  records  of 
remarks  made,  lists  of  works  written.  They  have  no  point 
of  view,  no  standards,  no  depth,  no  ideas,  and  boundless 
love  for  everyone  without  distinction:  in  the  first,  Bancroft, 
Prescott,  Motley,  and  Parkman  are  four  comparable  his- 
torians; in  the  second,  Howells  and  James  are  two  equally 
important  writers;  in  the  third,  Jefferson,  Hamilton,  and 
Aaron  Burr  are  three  equally  valuable  statesmen;  in  the 
fourth,  Walt  Whitman  and  James  Whitcomb  Riley  are 
two  American  poets. 

The  method  is  still  pastiche;  quote  and  paraphrase, 
quote  and  paraphrase.  Brooks  is  aware  of  Brandes  and 
Taine,  quotes  them  approvingly,  and  regards  his  book  as 
in  their  tradition,  but  the  actual  literary  world  he  sees  is 
an  undetermined  anarchy  where  accident  and  coincidence 
rule:  Lowell  had  a  period  of  radicalism  because  his  wife 
was  fervent  and  he  was  suggestible;  it  ended  because  she 
died  and  he  stopped  being  suggestible;  Melville  "acquired 
in  the  forecastle  the  tragic  sense  of  life"  (why  didn't 
Dana?).  Most  annoying,  since  the  Brooks  of  the  Wells  and 
Twain  volumes  had  been  at  least  a  writer  of  real  clarity,  is 
a  new  mistiness  and  obscurity  of  style,  a  failure  to  come 
out  of  the  fog  and  say  anything  definite,  a  doubt  as  to 
whether  any  given  phrase  is  quoted,  paraphrased,  or 
Brooks's  own,  an  infuriating  inability  to  find  out  which 
Boston  Abolitionist  received  a  slave's  ear  in  the  mail 
("One  might  receive  .  .  .").  The  primary  interest  is  still 
biographical,  but  increasingly  biography  that  fails  to  lead 
to  any  conclusions,  or  brings  forth  a  stillborn  mouse:  that 
Adams  was  inevitably  a  dilettante,  that  Poe's  work  must 
have  had  its  source  in  the  insecurity  of  his  life,  that  Mot- 
ley's politics  determined  his  histories. 

Meanwhile,  before  the  appearance  of  The  World  of 
Washington  Irving,  a  slim  volume  called  On  Literature 
Today  and  The  Opinions  of  Oliver  Allston  had  both  ap- 
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peared  in  1941.  On  Literature  Today,  a  brief  address 
delivered  at  Hunter  College,  is  an  affirmation  that  the  mood 
of  "health,  will,  courage,  faith  in  human  nature"  found  in 
Robert  Frost  and  Lewis  Mumford  is  "the  dominant  mood 
in  the  history  of  literature,"  and  can  most  charitably  be 
dismissed  as  an  honest  hysterical  reaction  to  what  looked 
like  defeat  for  the  democratic  nations  in  the  early  years  of 
the  war.  The  Opinions  of  Oliver  Allston  is  a  much  deeper 
and  more  pernicious  book.  An  autobiography  thinly  dis- 
guised as  a  memoir  to  "my  friend  Oliver  Allston,  who 
died  last  year  in  his  early  fifties,"  the  book  offers  a  channel 
for  filtering  off  all  the  venom  accumulated  in  Brooks  by 
the  sugary  literary-history  volumes.  The  device  itself  was 
undoubtedly  borrowed  from  Randolph  Bourne's  History  of 
a  Literary  Radical,  an  autobiography  that  purported  to  be 
about  "my  friend  Miro."  It  serves  a  number  of  excellent 
purposes:  allowing  him  to  be  as  frank  as  he  wants  and 
use  his  journals  directly  without  violating  his  formidable 
reserve;  allowing  him  to  change  the  record  where  he  wants, 
since  this  is  not  his  life,  but  Allston's;  allowing  him  to  be 
as  effusive  about  himself  and  his  value  as  he  wants,  "ob- 
jectively"; and,  finally,  allowing  him  to  kill  Allston  off, 
and  with  him  the  last  vestiges  of  his  literary  conscience, 
in  a  complicated  rebirth  ritual.  Brooks  plays  all  sorts  of 
ironic  tricks  with  the  personality  of  Allston  and  gets  some 
fairly  subtle  effects:  "If  Allston  had  read"  a  book  Brooks 
has,  he  might  have  felt  differently;  one  of  Allston's  com- 
ments "strikes  me  as  intemperate,  to  say  the  least";  Allston 
agreed  with  a  view  of  Brooks's  and  his  informed  agree- 
ment confirmed  Brooks  in  it,  and  so  forth.  (The  name, 
incidentally,  would  seem  to  be  a  weighting  in  favor  of 
Brooks's  harsher  qualities — 0-Hver  All-stone.) 

The  Opinions  of  Oliver  Allston  repudiated  the  early 
works  for  "ignorance"  and  "brashness"  and  went  on  to 
achieve  an  ignorance  and  brashness  the  early  works  had 
never  even  approximated.  The  new  criteria,  explicitly 
applied,  are  the  moral  strait-jackets  of  Tolstoy's  What  Is 
Art:  our  literature  is  sick,  off-center,  and  reflects  the  death- 
drive,  it  must  be  "rebuked"  (a  key  word);  ^  writers  are  no 
longer  the  voices  of  the  people;  "true  literature  transmits 

^  After  almost  forty  years,  Irving  Babbitt,  who  had  had  Brooks  in  his 
first  class  at  Harvard,  was  having  his  revenge. 
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sound  feeling";  it  is  time  to  restore  the  American  classics; 
Henry  James  was  "fatuous,"  a  "guilty  child  disloyal  to  his 
mother,"  Rimbaud  "a  little  neurasthenic  wretch,"  Joyce  a 
"sick  Irish  Jesuit,"  his  works  "trivial,"  "salacious,"  "bad- 
smelling,"  "the  ash  of  a  burnt-out  cigar";  Laforgue  was  "a 
naughty  brat,"  Proust  "a  spoiled  child,"  and  so  on. 
"What  made  Proust  an  authority  on  love?"  he  asks,  and 
we  might  answer:  the  same  thing  that  made  Brooks,  who 
mentions  in  the  book  AUston's  breakdown,  his  neurosis, 
his  time  in  an  English  sanitarium,  an  authority  on  mental 
health — ^its  absence.  As  Brooks  gets  more  and  more  worked 
up  about  the  state  of  contemporary  literature,  the  AUston 
pose  drops  away  and  he  speaks  with  his  own  voice,  by  now 
a  remarkably  shrill  one. 

Brooks  had  finally  worked  his  biographical  method 
through  to  its  logical  implication:  if  criticism  is  the  cap- 
turing of  personality,  if  the  critic  writes  only  of  authors 
for  whom  he  has  an  affinity,  and  if  writing  is  determined 
by  the  author's  Ufe,  Brooks  can  encompass  all  of  value  in 
criticism  by  exploring  the  roots  of  his  writings  in  his  own 
life,  by  intuiting  his  own  personality.  "A  man  who  has  the 
courage  of  his  platitudes  is  always  a  successful  man," 
Allston  noted  in  his  journal,  reversing  the  procedure  and 
doing  an  obituary  for  Van  Wyck  Brooks. 


2. 
Although  flawed,  The  Ordeal  of  Mark  Twain  is  Brooks's 
best  book,  if  not  his  only  one  in  which  the  biographical 
method  succeeds,  and  it  is  worth  examining  in  some  detail. 
Its  thesis  is  that  Twain's  bitterness  "was  the  effect  of  a 
certain  miscarriage  in  his  creative  life,  a  balked  personality, 
an  arrested  development  of  which  he  himself  was  almost 
wholly  unaware,  but  which  for  him  destroyed  the  meaning 
of  life."  The  two  related  factors  that  arrested  Twain's 
creative  development  were:  on  the  personal  level,  the  ex- 
cessive influence  of  his  mother  and  her  passionate  attach- 
ment to  him,  later  succeeded  by  his  wife  and  daughter 
as  mother-symbols;  and  on  the  social  level,  the  Gilded 
Age  in  America  with  its  false  standards  of  gentility,  and 
its  demand  on  the  writer  that  he  help  the  tired  business- 
man to  relax  or  be  broken  by  it.  There  is  probably  a  sub- 
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stantial  portion  of  truth  in  both  factors,  but  to  fit  Twain 
perfectly  into  the  Procrustean  bed  of  his  thesis,  Brooks  is 
forced  to  stretch  and  lop  off,  that  is,  to  underestimate 
Twain's  accomplishments  vastly,  calling  him  the  author  of 
works  "of  inferior  quality"  appealing  to  "rudimentary 
minds,"  while  at  the  same  time  vastly  overrating  his 
potential,  insisting  that  he  could  have  been  a  Voltaire, 
Swift,  or  Cervantes.2  It  is  true  that  only  a  few  of  Twain's 
books  still  warrant  reading,  and  the  rest  now  tend  to 
seem  both  tedious  and  puerile,  but  it  is  equally  true  that 
those  few,  particularly  Huckleberry  Finn  and  Life  on  the 
Mississippi,  are  first-rate  literature.  When  Brooks  assumes 
that  Twain,  under  other  circumstances,  would  have  been 
capable  of  writing  Gulliver's  Travels  or  Don  Quixote  he 
is  wrong,  and  when  he  assumes  that  what  he  was  capable 
of  writing,  Huck  Finn,  is  not  worth  bothering  about,  he  is 
foolish.  But  the  central  insight  of  the  book,  its  contrast 
between  the  potential  of  Twain's  sensibility  and  the  taw- 
driness  of  most  of  what  he  accomplished,  is  sound,  al- 
though certainly  exaggerated. 

Much  of  the  book  is  very  perceptive:  among  other 
things,  Brooks's  recognition  that  the  symbol  of  the  Missis- 
sippi pilot  was  the  archetype  of  freedom  and  creative 
satisfaction,  even  of  art,  for  Twain  (just  as  it  satisfies 
Brooks  by  being  on  a  middle  plane  between  ideahst  and 
practical  man,  highbrow  and  lowbrow,  Edwards  and 
Franklin);  his  awareness  that  Twain's  later  receiving  in 
bed  was  a  regressive  pattern,  like  Proust's  cork-Uned  room; 
his  identification  of  Twain's  concern  with  dual  personality 
in  such  stories  as  "Those  Extraordinary  Twins"  as  essen- 
tially cycloid;  his  observation  that  The  Gilded  Age  is  a 
discussion  of  business  in  religious  imagery.  The  book  also 
contains  a  good  measure  of  foolishness,  distortion,  an 
oversimplified  use  of  Marx,  Veblen,  Freud,  and  whatever 
theoretical  club  comes  to  hand,  even  a  rather  corny  moral 
to  the  effect  that  since  the  system  did  this  to  Twain, 
writers,    revolt!    But   the    total    effect   is    overwhelmingly 

^  Some  time  after  the  completion  of  this  essay  I  encountered  F.  W. 
Dupee's  excellent  study  "The  Americanism  of  Van  Wyck  Brooks,"  re- 
printed in  The  Partisan  Reader,  (1946)  from  Partisan  Review  in  1939. 
I  observe  that  Dupee  anticipates  me  on  this  point  (his  phrase  is  "to 
assume  in  happier  conditions  your  writer  would  have  been  a  Tolstoy") 
as  well  as  on  a  number  of  others. 
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useful,  and  the  book  is  at  once  a  tribute  to  the  effectiveness 
of  biographical  criticism  within  its  limits  and  an  indictment 
of  the  later  Brooks  for  making  so  little  of  it. 

Perhaps  the  greatest  weakness  of  the  book  is  Brooks's 
absolute  and  lifelong  humorlessness  (he  once  suggested 
that  Adams  should  have  called  his  autobiography  not  The 
Education  but  The  Betrayal  of  Henry  Adams),  and  his 
characteristic  device  is  analyzing  as  a  serious  statement  a 
Twain  joke  of  which  he  has  missed  the  point.  He  prints 
Twain's  comic  announcement,  on  taking  over  an  editorship 
of  the  Buffalo  Express,  that  "I  am  not  going  to  hurt  the 
paper  deliberately  and  intentionally  at  any  time"  with  the 
comment:  "Never,  surely,  was  a  creative  will  more  in- 
nocently, more  painlessly  surrendered  than  in  those  words"; 
he  quotes  Twain's  introduction  to  Huck  Finn:  "Persons 
attempting  to  find  a  motive  in  this  narrative  will  be  pros- 
ecuted; persons  attempting  to  find  a  moral  in  it  will  be 
banished;  persons  attempting  to  find  a  plot  in  it  will  be 
shot"  with  the  comment:  "He  feels  so  secure  of  himself 
that  he  can  actually  challenge  the  censor  to  accuse  him 
of  having  a  motive!" 

One  of  the  most  interesting  features  of  The  Ordeal  of 
Mark  Twain  is  the  revised  and  reset  edition  of  it  that 
Brooks  published  in  1933,  without  any  introduction  or 
comment.  For  the  thirteen  years  between  he  had  been 
under  fire  for  the  book,  from  Bernard  De  Voto  in  partic- 
ular, and  when  De  Voto's  book  Mark  Twain's  America, 
largely  an  attempt  to  demolish  Brooks's  book,  was  in 
galley,  a  revision  of  Brooks's  book  was  announced.  I  have 
not  read  the  book  through  word  by  word  for  alterations, 
but  the  changes  and  rewritings  that  emerge  from  even  a 
random  comparison  are  almost  unbelievable.  On  page  58 
Brooks  inserts  a  parenthetical  remark,  before  telling  a 
story,  explaining  away  Twain's  later  contradiction  of  it  on 
the  grounds  of  Twain's  treacherous  memory.  On  page  61 
he  omits  some  sob  stuff  about  Twain  breaking  his  mother's 
heart.  On  page  63  he  drops  some  strong  statements  about 
Twain's  being  inhibited.  On  page  92  he  omits:  "New 
England,  in  short,  and  with  New  England  the  whole 
spiritual  life  of  the  nation,  had  passed  into  the  condition 
of  a  neurotic  anaemia  in  which  it  has  remained  so  largely 
to  this  day."  On  page  95  he  changes  "a  vast  unconscious 
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conspiracy  actuated  all  America  against  the  creative  life" 
to  "a  sort  of  unconscious  conspiracy." 

On  page  96  Brooks  goes  to  town:  he  omits  a  half -page 
attack  on  American  writers  as  spineless,  dependent,  and 
avocational;  changes  "Essentially,  America  was  not  happy" 
to  "Was  America  really  happier,  during  the  Gilded  Age, 
than  any  other  nation?"  he  drops  the  two  following  major 
statements: 

it  was  a  nation  like  other  nations,  and  one  that  had 
no  folk-music,  no  folk-art,  no  folk-poetry,  or  next  to 
none,  to  express  it,  to  console  it; 

it  was  a  horde-life,  a  herd-life,  an  epoch  without 
sun  or  stars,  the  twilight  of  a  human  spirit  that  had 
nothing  upon  which  to  feed  but  the  living  waters  of 
Camden  and  the  dried  manna  of  Concord: 

and,  after  a  reference  to  the  American  joy  of  action,  omits 
"that  left  them  old  and  worn  at  fifty-five."  On  page  98  he 
omits  a  "moral  judgment"  that  the  devil  had  already 
marked  Twain  out  for  destruction.  On  page  104  he  changes 
"he  always  yielded  in  the  end"  to  "he  always  yielded  good- 
naturedly  in  the  end."  On  page  109  he  hedges  on  two 
statements,  toning  them  down  with  modifiers  like  "a  sug- 
gestion of,"  "whether  he  was  conscious  of  them  or  not," 
etc.  On  page  131  he  changes  "the  recognized  American 
game"  and  "the  recognized  American  rules"  to  "the  recog- 
nized game"  and  "the  recognized  rules."  On  page  143  he 
changes  "this  moral  surrender — shall  we  call  it?"  to  "this 
capitulation"  (obviously,  we  shall  not  call  it).  On  page  151 
he  inserts  new  evidence  to  reinforce  a  dubious  case  for 
Twain's  cringing  servility.  On  page  154  he  omits  a  meta- 
phor about  Twain  as  a  sleeping  Samson,  "yielding  his  locks 
to  that  simple  Delilah  his  wife."  On  page  161  he  omits  an 
anecdote  about  Twain  sneaking  a  smoke,  the  point  of 
which  is  that  Twain  is  an  "Incorrigible  naughty  boy!" 

On  page  180  Brooks  omits  a  crack  Twain  made  about 
Mr.  Rockefeller,  Jr.,  and  Joseph's  Egyptian  policy.  On  page 
182  he  omits  a  page  and  a  half  of  material  sharply  critical 
of  Twain  as  a  self -recognized  failed  writer  and  a  business- 
man of  letters.  On  page  190  he  omits  two  sentences,  ob- 
viously unpatriotic,  invidiously  comparing  Twain's  mind 
to  that  of  any  "French  or  English  writer  of  rank."  On 
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page  192  he  changes  "I  should  like  to  point  out"  to  "One 
might  almost  say."  On  page  196  patience  and  conscience, 
formerly  "of  the  essence  of  all  art,"  now  "belong  to  the 
creative  life  also."  On  page  261  he  inserts  a  defense  of 
one  of  his  statements  against  Ludwig  Lewisohn's  contrary 
view.  On  page  278,  he  omits  a  crack  at  New  England 
snobbery  and  the  suggestion  that  he  might  be  exaggerating 
the  significance  of  an  anecdote.  On  page  284  "the  wiles  of 
simple  folk"  become,  not  "the  most  successful  of  all,"  but 
"the  most  complicated  of  all."  On  page  292  the  sentence 
"It  is  perhaps  the  most  pitifully  abject  confession  ever 
written  by  a  famous  writer"  becomes  "It  is  a  very  sad 
confession,  surely,  to  have  come  from  a  famous  author." 
On  page  315  he  omits  the  sentences:  "Do  we  ask,  then, 
why  Mark  Twain  'detested'  novels?  It  was  because  he  had 
been  able  to  produce  only  one  himself,  and  that  a  failure." 
There  are  only  a  few  of  the  innumerable  major  changes, 
not  counting  those  that  merely  corrected  grammar,  elimi- 
nated some  of  the  repetition,  or  substituted  a  better  word. 
The  pattern  they  compose  is  one  of  wild  statements  hav- 
ing to  be  toned  down  by  the  more  cautious  older  writer, 
hedging,  backing  out  of  misstatements,  weaseling  on  con- 
tradictions, a  new  servility  and  pseudo-patriotism  that 
omits  slights  to  America,  New  England,  and  John  D. 
Rockefeller,  Jr.,  and  a  new  caution  prepared  to  discard  a 
good  part  of  his  thesis  under  attack.  It  is  not  a  pretty 
picture. 


3. 
The  tradition  of  biographical  criticism  Brooks  inherits  is 
a  substantial  one.  Almost  any  literary  biography  must  be 
to  some  extent  critical  (although  too  few  critical  studies, 
perhaps,  are  adequately  biographical).  The  first  real 
English  literary  biography,  Izaak  Walton's  Lives  of  Donne, 
Herbert,  and  others,  is  not  much  concerned  with  their 
poetry,  "honest  Izaak"  not  having  much  of  a  taste  for 
metaphysical  verse,  but  a  century  later,  in  Dr.  Johnson's 
Lives  of  the  Poets,  the  contribution  the  life  makes  to  an 
understanding  of  the  work  is  neatly  assayed,  and  in  such 
places  as  the  discussion  of  the  relation  between  Rochester's 
moral  character  and  his  verse  in  the  "Life  of  Rochester," 
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actual  biographical  criticism  emerges.  In  Scott's  Lives  of 
the  Novelists  half  a  century  later  the  tradition  is  further 
developed,  and  the  fine  bourgeois  character  of  Richardson's 
novels,  say,  is  fully  explored  in  terms  of  his  rather  prim 
middle-class  life.  A  few  years  later,  with  Carlyle  (who 
saw  history  as  "the  essence  of  innumerable  Biographies") 
and  Macaulay,  it  is  a  fully  developed  form  (although 
Macaulay's  finest  essay,  the  merciless  dissection  of  Francis 
Bacon,  in  the  last  analysis  does  not  succeed  in  finding  the 
relation,  which  seems  rather  obvious  to  us,  between  Bacon 
as  a  trimmer  and  Bacon  as  a  utilitarian  philosopher) .  The 
method  even  works  out  to  a  reductio  ad  absurdum,  at 
about  the  same  time,  in  De  Quincey's  study  of  Coleridge, 
which  sees  the  poetry  almost  entirely  in  terms  of  klep- 
tomania, an  unfortunate  marriage,  overindulgence  in 
narcotics,  and  any  other  personal  factors  De  Quincey  is 
able  to  find  or  invent. 

The  great  development  of  biographical  criticism,  how- 
ever, came  not  in  England  but  in  France,  with  Sainte- 
Beuve's  Causeries  du  lundi,  beginning  in  the  middle  of  the 
last  century.  He  almost  perfectly  defined  the  method  with 
his  statement: 

Real  criticism,  as  I  define  it,  consists  in  studying 
each  person,  that  is,  each  author,  each  talent,  accord- 
ing to  the  conditions  of  his  nature,  in  order  to  make 
a  vivid  and  pregnant  description  of  him  so  that  he 
can  later  be  classified  and  put  in  his  proper  place  in 
the  hierarchy  of  art. 

This  principle  of  the  identity  of  the  man  and  his  work  led 
Sainte-Beuve  into  a  rather  elaborate  study  of  the  private 
lives  of  the  literary,  from  their  physical  appearance  to  the 
elaborate  trivia  of  their  daily  routine.  From  this  jumble  he 
produced  what  few  of  the  literary  gossips  who  have  fol- 
lowed his  method  since  ever  produced:  real  insights  into 
the  man  and  his  work.  On  occasion,  as  in  his  essay  on 
Gibbon,  he  pushed  the  realm  of  biography  into  an  ex- 
haustive study  of  the  relationship  between  the  author  and 
his  time  and  environment,  anticipating  the  direction  the 
method  would  later  take  with  his  chief  disciple,  Taine. 
Taine  began  as  a  biographical  critic  like  Sainte-Beuve 
(and  his  treatment  of  Pope  largely  in  terms  of  his  physical 
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infirmities  in  the  History  of  English  Literature  shows  that 
he  never  wholly  renounced  it),  but  he  soon  converted  the 
method  into  an  emphasis  on  race,  moment,  milieu,  and 
thus  became  chiefly  a  social  determinist  critic  of  literature, 
in  the  tradition  largely  represented  by  Marxist  criticism  in 
our  time. 

A  line  of  thought  essentially  German  was  added  to  the 
brew.  Goethe  had  announced  that  art  springs  from  disease, 
is  a  kind  of  blood-letting.  Schopenhauer  turned  this  into 
an  emphasis  on  the  artist's  suffering,  and  Nietzsche  added 
the  modification  that  the  art  is  not  only  the  product  of 
the  disease,  but  a  kind  of  record  of  it,  that  every  philoso- 
phy is  a  confession,  "a  species  of  involuntary  and  un- 
conscious autobiography."  Max  Nordau  made  news  of  the 
doctrine  that  genius  is  a  form  of  neurosis  in  his  book  De- 
generation, and  recently  Thomas  Mann  has  been  frequently 
identified  with  a  view  of  art  as  produced  out  of  sickness 
and  neurosis,  the  way  the  pearl  is  produced  from  the 
oyster,  with  that  art  then  at  once  the  product  of  that  sick- 
ness, its  record,  and  its  transcendence.  This  is,  of  course, 
more  or  less  the  "wound  and  the  bow"  theory  that  Edmund 
Wilson  has  made  his  own;  but  with  the  emphasis  taken  off 
disease  and  neurosis,  reduced  to  a  simple  determinism  of 
the  nature  of  the  life  over  the  works,  it  is  the  characteristic 
assumption  of  present-day  biographical  criticism. 

Of  this  criticism,  there  are  a  number  of  special  contem- 
porary forms.  Henry  James  had  one  almost  exclusive  with 
him,  the  private  history  of  a  work  of  art;  what  he  was 
doing,  what  he  heard,  what  he  said,  what  he  thought  of, 
during  its  genesis.  Following  Lytton  Strachey,  who  dealt 
chiefly  with  historical  figures,  Virginia  Woolf  has  developed 
a  method  of  her  own  in  The  Common  Reader  and  The 
Second  Common  Reader  for  making  literary  figures, 
schools,  and  periods  come  alive  by  vivid  portraits  and 
vignettes.  She  summons  up  their  atmosphere,  their  quality 
of  life,  their  very  aroma.  It  is  not  analysis,  not  quite  biog- 
raphy, not  quite  criticism,  perhaps  it  is  a  kind  of  closet- 
drama,  but  whatever  it  is,  it  is  charming  and  invaluable. 
Herbert  Read  in  his  biography  of  Wordsworth  reversed  the 
method  ironically  and  set  out  to  analyze  Wordsworth's 
poetry  "to  explain  his  life,"  the  way  social  critics  like 
Taine,  implicitly,  and  T.  K.  Whipple  in  this  country,  ex- 
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plicitly,  have  studied  society  using  literature  as  a  clue  in 
their  literary  history,  rather  than  vice  versa.  Other  con- 
temporary critics  who  have  relied  heavily  on  the  bio- 
graphical method  are  Mark  Schorer  in  his  William  Blake, 
F.  O.  Matthiessen  in  his  Sarah  Orne  Jewett  and  American 
Renaissance,  and  Peter  Quennell  in  his  Baudelaire  and  the 
Symbolists,  The  Profane  Virtues,  and  several  books  on 
Byron.  We  have  also  had  a  number  of  literary  biographies 
that  are  valuable  critical  studies,  including  Georg  Brandes's 
books  on  Goethe,  Voltaire,  Shakespeare,  and  Nietzsche, 
Gissing's  and  Chesterton's  studies  of  Dickens,  Newton 
Arvin's  Hawthorne  and  Whitman,  Joseph  Wood  Krutch's 
Samuel  Johnson,  Lionel  Trilling's  Matthew  Arnold,  Max 
Brod's  Franz  Kafka,  Wallace  Fowlie's  Rimbaud  and 
Philip  Morton's  Hart  Crane.  Biographical  studies  that  have 
been  chiefly  psychoanalytic  will  be  treated  elsewhere. 


4. 
A  number  of  other  matters  not  directly  related  to  the 
biographical  method  are  worth  discussing  in  connection 
with  Brooks.  The  first  is  his  debt  to  his  close  friend 
Randolph  Bourne,  the  brilliant  and  promising  young 
radical  critic  who  died  in  1918  at  the  age  of  thirty-two. 
Both  America's  Coming  of  Age  and  Letters  and  Leader- 
ship were  to  a  large  extent  inspired  by  Bourne's  crusading 
fury,  and  with  Bourne's  untimely  death  Brooks's  ardor 
quickly  lessened.  He  persuaded  Brooks  of  the  reality  of 
a  class  struggle  in  America,  helped  to  turn  him  from 
dilute  European  aestheticism  to  a  preoccupation  with 
American  Uterature  (he  was  not  responsible  for  the  provin- 
cialism this  finally  developed  into),  and,  had  he  lived, 
would  almost  certainly  have  been  a  major  American  critic, 
just  as  Brooks  would  have  been  a  better  one. 

Brooks  has  been  influential  enough  almost  to  have  had 
a  school.  His  chief  disciples  were  Waldo  Frank  and  Lewis 
Mumford,  but  he  had  a  substantial  influence  on  Paul 
Rosenfeld  and  Matthew  Josephson,  and  for  a  while  on 
T.  K.  Whipple  and  F.  O.  Matthiessen  (although  the  former 
eventually  broke  away  to  become  a  Marxist  critic  and  the 
latter  broke  away  early,  after  Sarah  Orne  Jewett,  to  sub- 
stitute serious  aesthetic  analysis  for  biographical  and  social 
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oversimplification).  Frank  was  chiefly  a  critical  moralist, 
writing  sermons  and  exhortations  from  literary  spring- 
boards. Lewis  Mumford,  on  the  other  hand,  was  in  many 
respects  a  better  critic  than  Brooks — ^his  The  Golden  Day 
is  a  better-informed,  more  perceptive,  and  more  critical 
book  than  the  New  England  volumes  of  Brooks  that  it 
parallels — and  Brooks  in  recent  years  has  become  increas- 
ingly his  disciple,  adopting  his  mystic  ideas  of  "organicism" 
and  celebrating  his  genius  and  "health."  Matthew  Joseph- 
son,  except  for  one  survey  of  American  literature  in  Por- 
trait of  the  Artist  as  American,  confined  his  work  to  French 
literary  figures,  where  his  basic  good  sense  kept  him  from 
many  of  the  Brooksian  excesses.  Paul  Rosenfeld,  perhaps 
the  most  independent  of  the  group,  wrote  only  two  volumes 
of  literary  portraits.  Port  of  New  York  and  Men  Seen, 
like  Brooks's  centering  chiefly  on  personality,  but  much 
more  sharply  perceptive;  much  more  interested,  like  his 
other  master,  Huneker,  in  popularizing  unknown  moderns; 
and  much  more  sensitive  to  aesthetic  values.  The  most 
curious  thing  about  the  Brooks  school,  while  it  held  to- 
gether, was  how  aware  all  of  them  were  of  Brooks's  fail- 
ings and  limitations  (although  a  certain  amount  of  projec- 
tion must  be  assumed  here).  The  most  incisive  criticism 
of  Brooks  yet  written  can  be  found  in  the  works  of  Mum- 
ford,  Frank,  Josephson,  and  Rosenfeld,  particularly  the 
last,  written  at  the  period  of  their  most  devoted  disciple- 
ship. 

The  principal  view  that  Brooks  succeeded  in  imposing  on 
his  school  was  the  idea  that  America  after  the  Civil  War 
had  been  a  retarding  cultural  environment  which  crippled 
its  victims  the  artists  in  various  ways.  With  the  substitu- 
tion of  "altered"  for  "crippled,"  and  "products"  for  "vic- 
tims," this  would  have  been  a  sound  and  usable  doctrine 
of  the  intimate  relationship  between  an  artist  and  his 
society;  in  Brooks's  form  it  was  a  crude  generalization 
that  led  to  inevitable  distortion  in  every  literary  judgment. 
Not  only  was  this  half-truth  imposed  on  Brooks's  school, 
but  it  influenced  the  mechanical  Marxists  like  Granville 
Hicks  and  V.  F.  Calverton,  who  added  Brooks's  excesses 
to  their  own  and  simply  parroted  his  oversimplifications  of 
men  like  James  and  Twain;  it  took  in  almost  a  whole 
critical  generation  to  some  extent,  including  Parrington 
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(on  James)  and  a  number  of  Soviet  critics  (on  Twain); 
and  it  influenced  a  number  of  creative  writers  who  should 
have  known  better,  among  them  Dreiser  and  Anderson. 
One  of  the  most  curious  aspects  of  Van  Wyck  Brooks's 
work  is  the  way  he  has  written  all  his  literary  studies  as 
elaborate  footnotes  to  his  manifestoes.  Both  the  Twain, 
published  in  1920,  and  the  James,  published  in  1925,  are 
documentation  for  a  single  sentence  published  in  America's 
Coming-of-Age  in  1915,  with  all  their  distortions  implicit 
in  it: 

In  effect,  an  examination  of  American  literature 
will  show,  I  think,  that  those  of  our  writers  who  have 
possessed  a  vivid  personal  genius  have  been  paralyzed 
by  the  want  of  a  social  background,  while  those  who 
have  possessed  a  vivid  social  genius  have  been  equally 
unable  to  develop  their  personalities. 

James  is  the  first  half  of  that  coin.  Twain  the  other.  The 
affirmation  of  the  next  period,  beginning  with  The  Life  of 
Emerson  and  continuing  through  the  New  England  books, 
is  all  contained  in  a  question  asked  in  The  Literary  Life 
in  America  in  1921: 

How  can  one  explain  why,  at  a  time  when  Amer- 
ica, in  every  other  department  of  life,  was  more 
distinctly  colonial  than  it  is  now,  American  literature 
commanded  the  full  respect  of  Americans,  while  to- 
day, when  the  colonial  tradition  is  vanishing  all  about 
us,  it  so  little  commands  their  respect  that  they  go 
after  any  strange  god  from  England? 

(It  is  thoroughly  characteristic  of  Brooks's  prissiness,  in- 
cidentally, to  omit  the  verb  from  "whoring  after  strange 
gods.")  The  last  manifesto  was  On  Literature  Today  in 
1941,  and  allowing  for  the  normal  Brooks  lag  of  anything 
up  to  a  decade,  we  can  expect  at  least  another  book  or 
two  to  stem  from  one  or  another  of  its  oracular  sentences. 
Brooks  has  a  number  of  limitations  on  which  he  has  to 
some  extent  capitalized.  One  of  the  most  obvious  is  that, 
like  Edmund  Wilson,  he  is  a  critic  who  fundamentally 
doesn't  like  poetry,  but,  unlike  Edmund  Wilson,  he  has 
never  been  at  all  interested  in  writing  about  it  and  has 
never  published  any  verse  of  his  own  since  college  (and 
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that  quite  poor).  "Could  Wells  write  a  poem?"  he  asks 
rhetorically  in  his  book  on  Wells,  and  the  question  might 
just  as  easily  be  phrased:  "Could  Brooks  write  a  poem?" 
with  the  same  sad  negative  answer.  Another  related  limita- 
tion is  the  lack  of  a  broad  enough  general  culture  to 
permit  him  to  handle  European  literature  (although  he 
and  his  wife  have  translated  at  least  thirty  works  from  the 
French).  Since  The  Malady  of  the  Ideal  in  1913  he  has 
written  nothing  on  any  European  writer,  except  a  few 
brief  uncollected  introductions;  and  since  the  Symonds  and 
Wells  books  in  1914  and  1915,  with  the  exception  of  in- 
troductions and  short  pieces  on  Swinburne,  whom  he  met 
in  London,  and  John  Butler  Yeats,  whom  he  knew  in 
New  York,  he  has  written  nothing  on  any  British  writer 
or  artist.  In  The  Opinions  of  Oliver  Allston  Brooks  defends 
this  limitation  of  Allston's,  first  with  a  quotation  from 
Sainte-Beuve  (who  wrote  a  good  deal  about  foreign  writ- 
ers) :  "literary  criticism  has  its  full  worth  and  originaHty 
only  when  it  applies  itself  to  subjects  of  which  it  possesses, 
through  immediate  contact  and  from  a  long  way  back, 
the  source,  the  surrounding  facts  and  all  the  circum- 
stances"; and  then  with  a  misunderstood  quotation  from 
Yeats:  "One  can  only  reach  out  to  the  universe  with  a 
gloved  hand — that  hand  is  one's  nation,  the  only  thing 
that  one  knows  even  a  little  about."  He  comments: 

This  was  a  principle  that  Allston  followed  in  ail  his 
work.  He  wrote,  I  might  say,  exclusively  of  American 
subjects;  for,  although  he  had  written  of  foreign  sub- 
jects, he  had  begun  with  American  subjects — and  how 
could  he  ever  cease  to  be  interested  in  them? 

Another  limitation  that  Brooks  has  converted  into  some 
thing  meritorious  is  his  great  dependence  on  his  own 
notebooks,  journals,  recorded  phrases,  anecdotes,  and 
aphorisms.  He  is  constantly  living  off  accumulated  fat: 
some  of  his  Emerson  material  was  used  in  "Emerson:  Six 
Episodes,"  The  Life  of  Emerson,  The  Flowering  of  New 
England  and  its  successors,  and  in  random  essays;  all  his 
old  anecdotes  turn  up  again  and  again,  sometimes  in  the 
same  words,  sometimes  altered  because  Brooks  has  thrown 
away  the  note  and  forgotten  to  whom  Greeley  said:  "You 
can  be  fixing  me  some."  He  is  probably  the  most  repeti- 
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tious  American  author  since  Thomas  Wolfe  died,  and  a 
book  like  The  Ordeal  of  Mark  Twain  has  almost  every 
anecdote  or  quotation  repeated  at  least  twice,  and  one  of 
them,  a  line  from  Herbert  Croly,  used  four  times  by  page 
143.  (Some  of  these  repetitions  were  eliminated  in  the 
revised  edition.)  Brooks  has  converted  this  remarkable 
economy  of  material  into  a  virtue,  praising  Allston  for 
his  habit  of  keeping  and  using  journals  like  such  New 
England  worthies  as  Emerson  and  Thoreau,  and  in  fact 
in  his  utilization-of-by-products  economy  The  Opinions  of 
Oliver  Allston  was  a  major  factor,  since  it  gave  him  an 
opportunity  to  print,  without  alteration,  any  bits  from  the 
journals  he  had  not  been  able  to  use  anywhere  else,  thus 
getting  good  fat  sausage  out  of  the  last  scrap  of  hide,  hair, 
horn,  tail,  and  tripe. 

Brooks's  attitude  toward  two  of  the  principal  intellectual 
developments  of  our  time,  Marxism  and  psychoanalysis, 
has  been  more  or  less  one  of  throwing  out  the  baby  and 
keeping  the  bath.  He  has  used  Marx  at  every  opportunity, 
generally  in  the  oversimplified  and  vulgarized  form  of  see- 
ing the  artist's  function  as  direct  social  service:  Twain 
was  useful  to  the  businessman  by  relaxing  his  mind,  was 
thus  an  aid  to  efficiency;  Longfellow  sped  the  pioneer  on 
his  way;  Bamum  fooled  the  public  and  thus  sharpened 
commercial  instincts,  and  so  on.  He  has  always  attacked 
Marx,  however,  identifying  Marxism  as  mechanical  eco- 
nomic determinism  and  calling  himself  an  idealist  socialist. 
(His  most  impassioned  political  statement  in  the  Allston 
book — "communism  cannot  go  far  in  this  country  because 
Americans  are  naturally  free.  We  have  a  great  deal  more 
to  lose  than  chains" — ^has  a  little  of  the  tone  of  the  old 
lady's  rejoinder  to  the  revivalist  that  no  one  who  was  born 
in  Boston  need  be  bom  again.)  On  psychoanalysis,  after 
a  lifetime  of  filching,  for  his  biographies,  half -understood 
insights  from  Freud,  Adler,  Jung,  and  others,  he  an- 
nounced in  Allston:  "The  method  of  psychoanalysis,  in  the 
writing  of  biographies,  has  a  very  limited  value,  and  I 
believe  that,  once  having  passed,  it  will  not  be  used  again." 

It  would  be  interesting  to  see  Brooks's  biographical 
method  applied  to  Van  Wyck  Brooks:  growing  up,  of  old 
New  England  and  New  York  Dutch  stock,  in  exile  in 
Plainfield,  New  Jersey;  the  influence  of  Harvard  and  the 
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two  stories  and  the  poor  poetry  he  wrote  there;  the  oppres- 
sion of  working  on  the  staff  of  The  Standard  Dictionary 
and  the  magazine  World's  Work;  the  exile  in  England, 
lecturing  for  the  Workers'  Educational  Association;  the 
neurosis,  breakdown,  and  sanitarium  his  friend  Allston 
experienced;  the  friendship  with  the  terribly  crippled 
Bourne,  and  Bourne's  death;  his  first  Literary  Guild  suc- 
cess, followed  by  a  popular  triumph  no  American  literary 
critic  had  ever  known  when  The  Flowering  of  New  Eng- 
land won  the  Limited  Editions  Club's  gold  medal  "for  the 
book  most  likely  to  attain  the  stature  of  a  classic"  in 
addition  to  the  Pulitzer  Prize,  and  the  Book-of-the-Month 
Club  took  New  England:  Indian  Summer.  The  Ordeal  of 
Van  Wyck  Brooks,  it  might  be  called,  or  The  Pilgrimage, 
or  The  Betrayal.  Meanwhile,  until  this  is  done,  anyone 
who  wants  an  epitaph  for  Brooks  might  do  worse  than 
take  as  his  model  the  one  that  Brooks  wrote  for  Lowell, 
certainly  with  himself  in  mind: 

If  the  fresh  and  courageous  note  of  the  Fable  for 
Critics  has  died  out  of  the  picture,  the  note  of  the 
young  man  who  spoke  his  mind,  regardless  of  what 
anyone  thought  or  said,  the  critic  hitting  and  missing, 
with  the  rashness  of  the  young,  often  hitting  well  and 
always  trusting  his  own  opinions — if  this  note  has 
vanished,  another  note  has  taken  its  place.  This  later 
Lowell  has  abandoned  a  role  for  which  he  was  ill- 
fitted  by  nature  and  training.  He  has  stooped  to  con- 
quer, but  he  conquers.  Take  him  on  his  own  ground! 
Do  not  remind  him  of  his  old  pretensions.  Do  not 
embarrass  him  with  questions.  Forget  the  radical 
views  of  his  earlier  days.  Let  him  rejoice  in  royalists 
and  churchmen,  lovers  of  good  ale  and  seasoned 
pipes  who  would  have  had  small  use  for  Abolition. 
Do  not  trip  him  up  with  insinuations  about  his  in- 
consistencies and  his  timid  aversions. 

With  the  substitution  of  a  few  words,  and  perhaps  with 
less  charity,  it  would  do. 


CHAPTER  4 


Constance  Rourke 

and  Folk  Criticism 


When  Constance  Rourke  died  in  1941,  at  the  age  of  fifty- 
six,  she  had  only  begun  to  find  her  direction.  She  had 
pubhshed  six  books  and  was  at  work  on  a  monumental 
three-volume  History  of  American  Culture,  for  which  all 
the  other  books  were  merely  preliminary  exploration.  A 
few  years  before,  in  Charles  Sheeler,  she  had  hit  on  what 
will  probably  emerge  as  her  chief  contribution  to  con- 
temporary criticism,  a  method  of  analyzing  formal  art  in 
terms  of  its  roots  in  folk  tradition.  At  the  same  time  she 
was  engaged  in  finding,  organizing,  interpreting,  and  pop- 
ularizing an  American  folk  tradition  that  would  be  avail- 
able to  future  artists.  Her  work  was  thus  both  analytic 
and  synthetic,  and  the  two  strands  together  constitute  one 
of  the  most  promising  activities  in  American  criticism, 
unfortunately  carried  on  since  her  death  by  no  one. 

Her  first  book.  Trumpets  of  Jubilee,  published  in  1927,^ 
is  a  study  of  five  persons  of  wide  popular  appeal  in  Amer- 
ica in  the  middle  years  of  the  last  century:  Lyman  Beecher, 
Harriet  Beecher  Stowe,  Henry  Ward  Beecher,  Horace 
Greeley,  and  P.  T.  Barnum.  It  is  to  some  extent  biogra- 
phy, to  some  extent  social  history,  and  to  some  extent,  in 
the  section  on  Mrs.  Stowe,  the  only  literary  figure  in  the 
group,  genuine  criticism  (including  a  shrewd  analysis  of 
why  Uncle  Tom's  Cabin  had  a  power  none  of  her  other 
novels  achieved,  and  a  very  perceptive  comparison  with 
Hawthorne).  Some  of  the  social  history  gets  down  to  un- 
derlying causal  factors,  but  a  good  deal  of  it  is  simply  a 
skimming  of  the  surface,  a  reporting  on  vagaries  of  furni- 

^  I  am  informed  that  Miss  Rourke  published  magazine  pieces  over 
a  pseudonym  before  this,  but  so  far  I  have  been  unable  even  to  learn 
the  pseudonym. 
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ture  and  costume,  and  the  folk  material  in  the  book — an 
interpolated  fragment  of  "Old  Dan  Tucker,"  some  fine  tall 
tales — is  of  the  latter  order,  a  kind  of  superior  local  color. 
The  book  is  least  satisfactory  in  regard  to  the  Beecher 
clan,  since  Miss  Rourke  never  quite  manages  to  define 
their  appeal;  most  generally  satisfactory  in  the  Barnum 
section,  a  brilliant  study  of  the  man  as  a  focus  for  an 
age's  giantism;  and  perhaps  most  dramatically  effective  in 
the  portrait  of  Horace  Greeley,  a  deeply  moving  story 
sharpened  into  tragedy  by  the  only  editorializing  Miss 
Rourke  permitted  herself  in  the  book,  an  ironic  picture 
of  the  social  pretensions  of  the  Greeley  children  after  their 
father's  death.  As  a  book  it  is  rather  a  mixed  performance, 
but  all  the  strains  of  the  later  work  are  in  it,  struggling 
to  break  through  the  crust  of  traditional  social  history. 

The  next  book,  Troupers  of  the  Gold  Coast,  published 
a  year  later,  is  Miss  Rourke's  least  ambitious  work.  It  is 
an  undistinguished,  pleasant,  and  superficial  attempt  to 
create  the  atmosphere  of  old-time  theatrical  trouping,  and 
it  has  something  of  the  tone  of  a  scrapbook  full  of  faded 
theater  programs,  a  button  off  Edwin  Booth's  jacket,  and 
a  garter  worn  by  Adah  Menken.  It  is  not  a  book  that  any- 
one without  golden  childhood  memories  of  Lotta  Crabtree 
or  Lola  Montez  would  bother  reading.  The  book  has 
nothing  that  could  fairly  be  called  either  social  or  cultural 
history,  and  of  folk  material  only  a  dozen  fragments  of 
folksongs  and  popular  songs  of  the  period,  and  a  few 
brief  pages  on  the  "characters"  of  early  San  Francisco: 
the  Great  Unknown,  "George  Washington,"  the  Fat  Boy, 
Guttersnipe,  Rosie,  two  dogs  named  Bummer  and  Lazarus, 
and  the  Emperor  Norton.  It  has  no  critical  method,  and 
in  fact  no  criticism. 

American  Humor,  subtitled  A  Study  of  the  National 
Character,  appeared  in  1931,  an  ambitious  unraveling  of 
one  strand  in  the  cultural  history  of  the  United  States.  The 
book  divides  American  folk-related  culture  into  a  number 
of  separate  studies  (frequently  obtaining  what  Kenneth 
Burke  calls  "perspective  by  incongruity"  through  the  use 
of  shrewd  juxtapositions) :  the  Yankee  and  backwoodsmen 
as  American  types;  the  minstrel  show;  trouping  performers 
and  religious  cultists  as  two  types  of  American  "strollers"; 
Lincoln  and  the  comic  writers;  the  classic  American  writ- 
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ers;  the  Western  humorists;  James  and  Ho  wells  as  facets 
of  the  American  artist;  contemporary  writers  through  the 
twenties.  The  formal  literary  figures  are  treated  as  out- 
growths of  the  folk  culture,  sometimes  with  a  certain  dis- 
tortion— Hawthorne  becomes  a  teller  of  folk  tales,  Moby- 
Dick,  with  its  comic  Biblical  names  and  nautical  puns,  a 
cousin  to  the  joke-books  of  the  day — but  sometimes  the 
distortion  is  a  brilliant  restoration,  like  the  recognition  of 
Lincoln  as  a  literary  figure.  Miss  Rourke  is  constantly 
hovering  on  the  verge  of  a  deeper  concept  of  folk  culture, 
a  matter  of  archetypal  myth  and  ritual,  which  she  learned 
from  Jane  Harrison's  Ancient  Art  and  Ritual  but  never 
quite  manages  to  apply.  She  notes  that  Mike  Fink  was  "a 
Mississippi  river-god,  one  of  those  minor  deities  whom 
men  create  in  their  own  image  and  magnify  to  magnify 
themselves,"  and  that  Crockett  "became  a  myth  even  in 
his  own  lifetime,"  and  after  his  death  assumed  "an  even 
bolder  legendary  stature  than  before."  She  sees  the  process, 
though,  in  a  euhemerist  fashion,  a  fairly  civilized  folk 
somehow  "mythologizing"  a  historical  character  within 
a  few  years,  instead  of  recognizing  the  dynamic  develop- 
ment implicit  in  Miss  Harrison's  view,  whereby  historical 
characters  with  what  might  be  called  "myth-attracting" 
features  acquire  older  mythic  attributes  and  stories. 

Miss  Rourke  notes  that  a  "legendary  assumption  of  wis- 
dom" has  "appeared  persistently  among  American  comic 
characters,"  but  is  unable  to  go  on  and  interpret  it  as  a 
complex  transference  from  ancient  oracles  to  Old  Zip  Coon 
(if  not  directly  from  an  African  prototype) .  She  mentions 
"the  primary  stuffs  of  literature":  "the  theatre  that  lies 
behind  the  drama,  the  primitive  religious  ceremony  that 
has  been  anterior  to  both,  the  tale  that  has  preceded  both 
the  drama  and  the  novel,  the  monologue  that  has  been  a 
rudimentary  source  for  many  forms."  She  is  able  to  recog- 
nize these  ancient  patterns  underlying  American  pseudo- 
folk-poetry,  but  the  understanding  of  processes  of  the  "folk 
work"  like  transmission,  independent  origin,  accretion, 
continuity,  and  alteration  that  would  have  enabled  her  to 
define  the  relationship  is  beyond  her.  The  closest  she  comes 
to  it  is  a  kind  of  negative  (and  somewhat  erroneous) 
definition: 


and  Folk  Criticism  117 

As  by  a  concerted  impulse  the  American  had  cut 
himself  off  from  the  older  traditions;  the  natural 
heritage  of  England  and  the  continent  had  been  cast 
away  so  far  as  a  gesture  could  accomplish  this  feat. 
Perhaps  the  romanticism  of  the  pioneer  in  relation  to 
the  Indian  was  part  of  that  instinct  by  which  new 
peoples  attempt  to  enrich  themselves  from  old;  the 
Indian  possessed  established  tribal  unities  which  the 
American  lacked.  Even,  the  American  absorption 
of  Negro  lore  may  have  been  an  effort  in  the  same 
direction.  But  the  Negro  would  offer  only  the  faint 
and  distorted  reflection  of  a  primal  culture;  and  the 
quest  for  that  of  the  Indian  had  been  abortive. 

What  Miss  Rourke  manages  to  do  in  the  book  is  define  the 
"primitive  base,"  consisting  of  "songs  and  primitive  bal- 
lads and  a  folk-theater  and  rude  chronicles,"  often  "full 
of  coarse  and  fragmentary  elements,  full  of  grotesquerie 
or  brutality,"  on  which  our  Uterature,  like  any  other,  rests, 
and  insist  on  that  relationship  as  her  central  theme  and 
concern: 

Through  the  interweaving  of  the  popular  strain  with 
that  of  a  new  expression  on  other  levels  a  literature 
has  been  produced  which,  like  other  literatures,  is 
related  to  an  anterior  popular  lore  that  must  for  lack 
of  a  better  word  be  called  folk-lore. 

The  conclusion  of  the  book  formulates  the  synthetic 
function:  few  artists  have  worked  without  a  rich  traditional 
store,  the  task  of  criticism  is  "discovering  and  diffusing 
the  materials  of  the  American  tradition"  in  which  the 
artist  may  steep  himself. 

Miss  Rourke's  next  two  books  were  attempts  at  diffus- 
ing that  traditional  store.  The  first  was  Davy  Crockett,  in 
1934,  and  the  second  Audubon  in  1936.  The  Crockett  is 
Miss  Rourke's  only  thorough  failure.  Written  in  the  con- 
descending popular  style  of  a  juvenile  for  teen-age  readers, 
the  book  is  a  jumble  of  the  real  Crockett  and  the  legend;  a 
sequence  of  dramatized  anecdotes,  including  Crockett's 
chUdren  speaking  "tall  talk"  around  the  house,  strung- 
together  Crockett  fables  from  the  Almanacs,  with  little 
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interest  in  the  real  man  and  his  significance.  The  sort  of 
thing  Miss  Rourke  is  reduced  to  is  sneaking  in  Crock- 
ett's vote  in  defense  of  Biddle  and  the  Bank,  buried  in  a 
sentence  about  something  else  with  no  attempt  made 
to  explain  it.  Davy  Crockett  is  unscholarly,  unanalytic, 
"folksy"  in  the  worst  sense  of  the  word,  and  generally  an 
unreadable  and  poor  book.  Audubon  two  years  later  some- 
what redeemed  the  record.  Although  straight  biography 
with  no  attempt  at  criticism  or  analysis,  the  book  is  at 
least,  unlike  the  Crockett,  interesting  and  well  written,  and 
Miss  Rourke  confined  her  gullibility  to  accepting  as  a 
strong  possibility  the  legend  that  Audubon  was  the  little 
lost  Dauphin,  and  telling  an  extremely  dubious  etiological 
myth  of  his  inventing  the  combination  of  pastel  and  water- 
color  technique  he  used  by  a  lucky  movie  accident  one 
day.  Both  books  made  available  to  American  writers  aspects 
of  American  frontier  tradition,  the  pioneering  man  of 
action  and  the  pioneering  artist,  but  unfortunately  made 
them  available  in  a  form  any  serious  writer  could  be 
pardoned  for  ignoring. 

Constance  Rourke's  first  book  of  genuine  folk  criticism 
was  Charles  Sheeler,  published  in  1938.  In  Sheeler  she 
found  a  serious  artist  (although  not  so  good  a  one  as  she 
believed)  who  had  discovered  an  American  folk  tradition 
for  himself,  the  functional  form  of  the  Shaker  artisans,  and 
who  had  consciously  grounded  his  work  in  it,  to  the  work's 
great  benefit.  Looking  at  Sheeler's  paintings  and  photo- 
graphs (many  of  them  reproduced  as  evidence  in  the 
book),  she  discovered  the  basic  principle  that  had  eluded 
previous  popularizers  of  the  folk  tradition,  that  a  tradition 
is  not  in  subject  but  in  form,  that  the  secret  does  not  lie 
in  painting  a  hillbilly  building  a  silo,  but  in  painting  as  a 
hillbilly  builds  a  silo.  (This  was  the  key  realization  that 
helped  her  to  such  later  insights  as  that  the  writers  who 
said  we  had  no  native  theatrical  tradition  were  wrong. 
They  hadn't  known  where  to  look.  She  looked  in  the 
public  ceremonial  of  the  Indian  treaty,  in  the  dialectic 
play  of  the  Calvinist  sermon,  and  found  it.)  On  the 
strength  of  this  discovery  in  Sheeler,  she  affirmed  her 
principles  with  a  new  certainty.  "Possibly  our  soil  has  not 
been  too  shallow  for  a  full  creative  expression,"  she  wrote; 
and  she  showed  Sheeler  studying  architectural  and  handi- 


and  Folk  Criticism  119 

craft  form  in  Bucks  County,  discovering  Shaker  buildings 
and  furniture  and  the  Shaker  motto  "Every  force  has  its 
form,"  and  finally  emerging  as  a  "pathfinder  in  the  use  of 
American  traditions  in  art,"  American  without  being 
provincial,  modem  and  still  rooted  in  the  past,  responsive 
at  once  to  Shaker  barns  and  primitive  Negro  sculpture. 
A  further  level  of  abstraction  that  would  have  found 
the  formal  relation  between  Shaker  bams  and  African 
sculpture  was  beyond  Miss  Rourke's  power.  She  was  al- 
ways on  the  verge  of  relating  her  American  material  to 
the  great  stream  of  world  folk  culture  (she  noted,  without 
further  exploration,  that  behind  a  graveyard  tall  story  in 
Life  on  the  Mississippi  is  the  Osiris  myth,  that  the  legends 
of  Crockett's  birth  are  taken  over  from  Herakles,  his  fire- 
bringing  from  Prometheus,  his  silver  bullet  from  the 
Scandinavian,  other  features  from  Celtic  and  American 
Indian  lore) ,  but  she  lacked  the  background,  the  learning, 
perhaps  the  imagination,  to  do  that  job  successfully.  What 
she  settled  for  was  the  narrower  ambition  of  creating  a 
specifically  American  and  democratic  folk  tradition  to 
oppose  to  the  sophisticated  and  undemocratic  European 
formal  tradition  defined  by  men  like  Eliot.  She  explained 
the  difficulty  of  the  job:  "we  sometimes  seem  to  be  hunt- 
ing for  a  tradition  ...  but  traditions  are  often  hard  to 
discover,  requiring  a  long  and  equable  scrutiny;  they  are 
hard  to  build,  consuming  an  expanse  of  time  which  may 
pass  beyond  a  few  generations."  Even  a  few  more  years 
of  life  might  have  enabled  her  to  do  a  good  part  of  that 
building. 


2. 
The  Roots  of  American  Culture,  Constance  Rourke's  last 
book,  published  posthumously  in  1942,  consists  of  brief 
sections  from  the  manuscript  of  her  History  of  American 
Culture,  several  of  which  had  previously  appeared  in 
magazines,  salvaged  and  edited  with  a  preface  by  Van 
Wyck  Brooks.  The  material  is  very  fragmentary:  an  essay 
on  "The  Roots  of  American  Culture,"  a  long  study  of  early 
American  theatricals,  a  piece  on  early  American  music, 
one  on  the  Shakers,  a  "note"  on  folklore,  a  study  of  an 
obscure  naturalistic  artist  named  Voltaire  Combe,  a  survey 
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of  the  extent  of  genuine  Negro  folk  culture  in  the  minstrel 
shows,  and  a  piece  on  a  possible  future  direction  for 
American  painting.  The  art  and  music  criticism,  by  deal- 
ing with  the  relatively  obscure,  avoids  the  necessity  of 
having  to  be  technical  with  a  somewhat  untrained  eye  and 
ear,  but  the  theatrical  study  reveals  a  real  sense  of  the 
theater,  and  she  has  a  sureness  about  folk  forms  that  must 
have  distinguished  her  work  on  the  Index  of  American 
Design. 

By  far  the  best  essay,  and  one  that  shows  most  fully  her 
developed  critical  method,  is  the  short  piece  on  the  minstrel 
shows  called  "Traditions  for  a  Negro  Literature."  Against 
the  opposition  of  writers  like  S.  Foster  Damon,  who 
claimed  that  no  legitimate  Negro  material  exists  in  the 
minstrel  show  (and  the  presumable  opposition  of  the 
George  PuUen  Jackson,  Guy  Johnson,  Newman  Ivey 
White  school,  who  claim  that  no  Negro  art  exists  anyway 
not  stolen  from  white  art),  Miss  Rourke  opposed  fact. 
She  demonstrated  that  all  the  classic  white  minstrel  com- 
positions were  borrowings:  that  Dan  Emmett's  "Old  Dan 
Tucker"  was  either  Negro-derived  or  wholly  of  Negro 
origin,  with  a  Negro-type  tune,  a  Negro  shouting  choral 
effect,  and  a  content  of  cryptic  Negro  animal  fables  about 
the  jaybird  and  the  bulldog;  that  "Turkey  in  the  Straw"  is 
certainly  a  Negro  dance  song;  that  "Dixie"  begins  with  a 
characteristically  Negro  Biblical  legend;  that  Dan  Rice's 
"Clar  de  Kitchen"  is  an  animal  fable  in  which  the  Negro 
triumphs,  and  so  on.  She  further  showed  that  the  ritual 
forms  and  conventions  of  the  minstrel  show,  its  dance 
routines,  its  cries,  in  addition  to  its  musical  and  anecdotal 
material,  were  all  Negro  or  Negro-derived.  Having  per- 
formed that  analytic  job,  using  the  first  part  of  her  method, 
the  tracing  of  formal  art  to  its  folk  roots.  Miss  Rourke  went 
on  to  do  the  synthetic  half  of  the  job,  the  organization  of 
a  folk  tradition  for  artists  to  use,  by  showing  that  much  of 
the  Negro  material  preserved  in  a  distorted  and  offensive 
form  in  the  minstrel  shows  has  been  preserved  nowhere 
else,  and  that  it  could  be  lifted  from  the  minstrel  setting, 
cleansed  and  refurbished,  to  furnish  a  vital  tradition  for 
American  Negro  literature.  (Miss  Rourke  does  not  make 
use  of,  or  perhaps  was  not  familiar  with,  one  of  the  best 
illustrations  of  her  case,  the  minstrel  song  "De  Blue-Tail 
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Fly,"  which  under  the  accretions  of  cheap  minstrel  dialect 
is  a  serious  and  very  fine  song  of  slave  protest  and  rebel- 
lion.) 

Because  of  the  specialized  nature  of  her  subject.  Miss 
Rourke  did  not  take  up  what  is  probably  the  basic  question 
about  American  Negro  folk  material,  its  complicated  rela- 
tionship to  primitive  African  myth  and  ritual,  and  by 
extension  the  basic  problem  of  her  field,  the  general 
relationship  of  art  to  rite.  In  another  part  of  the  book, 
however,  the  section,  "The  Indian  Background"  in  the  long 
essay  "The  Rise  of  American  Theatricals,"  Miss  Rourke 
found  the  problem  precisely  at  the  heart  of  her  topic  and 
manages  in  a  few  pages  to  be  remarkably  suggestive.  She 
claims  that  the  Indian  treaties  are  the  earliest  American 
drama,  and  one  of  the  sources,  along  with  the  European 
tradition,  of  later  American  drama.  She  describes  their 
nature: 

These  treaties  were  essentially  plays — chronicle 
plays — recording  what  was  said  in  the  parleys,  in- 
cluding bits  of  actions,  the  exchange  of  gifts,  of  wam- 
pum, the  smoking  of  pipes,  the  many  ceremonials 
with  dances,  cries  and  choral  songs.  Even  the  printed 
form  of  the  treaties  was  dramatic:  the  participants 
were  listed  like  a  cast  of  characters,  and  precise  nota- 
tions were  made  as  to  ceremonial  action.  Symbolic 
phrases  were  used  to  seal  promises,  even  to  raise 
questions. 

Not  only  were  the  treaties  drama,  but  like  the  Greek 
dramas  they  were  based  on  the  patterns  of  primitive  ritual. 
The  Iroquois  treaties  used  traditional  forms  from  the 
Iroquois  book  of  rites,  and  all  the  ceremonial  arrangements 
were  based  on  "deeply  rooted  communal  experience."  The 
fifty  Indian  treaties  known  to  have  been  printed.  Miss 
Rourke  points  out,  forms  a  cycle  with  "epic  proportions 
as  well  as  an  epic  theme,"  and  are  "poetry  of  a  high 
order."  These  are  not  only  our  first  plays,  she  insists,  but 
also  inevitably  our  best  early  plays:  "That  the  treaties 
could  be  matched  in  poetic  or  imaginative  values  by  in- 
dividual effort  in  their  own  time  was  hardly  to  be  expected: 
they  were  traditional,  communal,  they  expressed  values 
that  had  long  been  accumulated." 
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Here  she  is  very  close  to  the  same  discovery  about 
which  she  hovered  in  American  Humor:  that  the  impor- 
tant relationship  of  art  literature  to  folk  literature  lies,  not 
in  the  surface  texture  of  folk  speech,  but  in  the  archetypal 
patterns  of  primitive  ritual,  the  great  myths.  Again,  in 
"A  Note  on  Folklore"  in  the  book,  she  recognizes  that 
something  basic  is  lacking  in  her  subject,  the  use  by 
American  writers  of  folk  material,  that  it  tends  to  be  a 
"placing  of  quaint  bits  end  to  end,"  but  she  fails  to  perceive 
what  it  is  that  is  lacking,  and  the  piece  falls  off  into  in- 
consequence. 

The  thing  Miss  Rourke  did  discover  in  the  book,  a  basic 
critical  concept  continuing  her  discovery  in  Charles  Sheeler 
that  a  tradition  lies  not  in  content  but  in  form,  is  her 
recognition  that  the  American  folk  tradition  is  not  primarily 
naturalistic  but  abstract:  the  abstraction  of  a  Jonathan 
Edwards  sermon,  a  Navajo  blanket,  a  John  Henry  feat,  and 
a  Vermont  hooked  rug;  and  that  it  is  Marin  who  is  paint- 
ing in  it,  not  Norman  Rockwell.  A  number  of  other  frag- 
mentary elements  of  promise  are  buried  in  the  book:  a 
recognition  (borrowed  from  Ruth  Benedict)  of  the  im- 
portance of  Gestalt  "configurations"  in  studying  cultures; 
a  plan  for  the  serious  teaching  of  American  folk  literature 
in  the  colleges;  a  study  of  how  a  people  like  the  Shakers 
can  acquire  something  like  the  communality  of  a  "folk" 
in  one  generation.  But  these  were  promises  she  did  not  live 
to  fulfill. 


3. 
In  her  last  two  books  Constance  Rourke  left  the  field  of 
folk  collecting  and  retelling  and  entered  the  tradition  of 
serious  folk  criticism.  Folk  criticism  is  not,  like  a  number 
of  types  of  contemporary  criticism,  a  single  method,  but 
rather  a  number  of  possible  approaches  having  in  common 
a  body  of  material.  Miss  Rourke's  school  is  that  of  Herder, 
and  she  gives  an  excellent  one-sided  tracing  of  it  as  an 
aspect  of  the  romantic  movement  in  her  essay  "The  Roots 
of  American  Culture":  beginning  with  Montaigne's  theory 
of  poesie  populaire,  or  primitive  song  springing  from 
idyllic  communal  life;  going  through  Vice's  folk-wisdom 
of  the  primitive;  continued  in  Rousseau's  Natural  Man; 
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fully  developed  in  Herder's  theory  of  the  folk  arts  as  the 
basis  and  shaping  force  of  the  fine  arts  in  form,  spirit,  and 
expression;  and  going  to  seed  in  the  "antiquarianism"  of 
Schlegel  and  the  Grimms.  (The  other  side  of  the  Vico- 
Herder  tradition,  its  flowering  in  Nazi  Kultur,  Miss  Rourke 
ignores. ) 

A  much  more  important  tradition  of  folk  criticism,  of 
which  Miss  Rourke  seems  hardly  to  have  been  aware,  is 
the  English  anthropological  school  of  the  nineteenth  cen- 
tury, beginning  with  Sir  E.  B.  Tylor  and  Sir  James  G. 
Frazer  and  continued  by  Andrew  Lang,  E.  S.  Hartland, 
A.  E.  Crawley,  and  others.  Although  all  were  men  of 
enormous  reading,  and  Frazer  and  Lang  were  first-rate 
classical  scholars  in  addition,  their  chief  work  lay  in  study- 
ing, not  literature,  but  the  patterns  of  primitive  behavior 
on  which  our  literature  is  based.  There  is  space  here  to 
note  only  a  few  of  their  many  books.  Tylor  in  his  chief 
work.  Primitive  Culture,  studied  the  evolution  of  culture 
and  the  significance  of  survival,  from  the  witch  doctor's 
rattle  in  the  baby's  hand  to  the  fossils  of  animism  in 
philosophy;  Frazer's  monumental  twelve-volume  Golden 
Bough,  as  well  as  his  other  books,  are  poetically  organized, 
compendious  accounts  of  the  primitive  myth  and  ritual 
underlying  almost  every  aspect  of  our  culture;  Lang  cov- 
ered almost  the  entire  breadth  of  the  field,  from  Australian 
totemism  to  Homer  and  fairy  tales;  Hartland  studied  com- 
parative myth  and  belief  in  his  great  works  Primitive 
Paternity  and  The  Legend  of  Perseus;  Crawley,  in  The 
Mystic  Rose,  The  Tree  of  Life,  and  The  Idea  of  the  Soul, 
dealt  respectively  with  primitive  origins  of  marriage,  reli- 
gion, and  a  philosophic  idea. 

Their  work  has  been  continued,  chiefly  in  the  field  of 
classical  studies,  by  what  is  known  as  "the  Cambridge 
school,"  (although  Gilbert  Murray  of  Oxford  has  been 
one  of  its  leading  spirits,  and  other  Oxford  scholars  like 
Tylor  and  Lang  have  greatly  influenced  it),  consisting  of 
Murray,  F.  M.  Cornford,  A.  B.  Cook,  and  Jane  Harrison. 
All  of  the  group,  in  books  that  overlap  and  supplement 
one  another,  have  dealt  with  the  ritual  base  behind  Greek 
art,  drama,  epic,  religion,  and  philosophy:  Murray  has 
shown  the  ritual  conflicts  underlying  the  form  of  Greek 
tragedy  and  the  stories  of  Homer;  Cornford  did  a  similar 
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analysis  of  Greek  comedy  and  traced  Greek  philosophy 
from  its  beginnings  in  religious  ritual;  Cook  studied  the 
Greek  god-king  exhaustively  as  a  ritual  figure;  and  Miss 
Harrison,  in  a  series  of  books  going  back  as  far  as  1882, 
traced  an  underlying  pattern  of  ritual  conflict  through 
almost  every  aspect  of  Greek  art  and  religion. 

Of  the  four,  Jane  Harrison  is  perhaps  most  significant  in 
connection  with  Constance  Rourke,  as  the  only  one  with 
whose  work  Miss  Rourke  seems  to  have  been  familiar 
(she  quotes  her  once  in  American  Humor)  and  as  an 
excellent  example  of  the  sort  of  work  Miss  Rourke  might 
have  done  with  another  background  and  a  great  deal  more 
learning.  Miss  Harrison's  most  important  book  is  Themis, 
a  tremendously  valuable  study  of  "the  social  origins  of 
Greek  religion"  as  it  is  reflected  in  drama,  poetry,  visual 
art,  and  even  the  Olympic  Games,  a  product  of  both  enor- 
mous learning  and  creative  imagination.  Her  other  well- 
known  book.  Ancient  Art  and  Ritual,  is  a  short,  popularly 
written  summary  of  the  position  of  the  group  on  the  rela- 
tionship between  primitive  Greek  fertility  rites  and  such 
highly  sophisticated  productions  as  drama  and  sculpture. 
Both  books,  like  Miss  Rourke's,  analyze  art  forms  in  terms 
of  their  folk  roots  and  document  a  living  popular  tradition 
on  which  the  artist  bases  himself,  but  Miss  Harrison's 
recognition  of  ritual  as  central  (in  Kenneth  Burke's  phras- 
ing, "ritual  drama  as  the  hub"),  as  well  as  her  greater 
learning  and  the  richer  field  she  has  chosen  to  harvest, 
have  made  her  books  basic  to  folk  criticism,  rather  than, 
like  Miss  Rourke's,  merely  peripheral  and  suggestive. 

Of  solitary  workers  along  similar  lines,  Jessie  Weston 
and  Lord  Raglan  are  perhaps  the  most  important.  Miss 
Weston,  a  scholar  in  the  field  of  medieval  romance,  par- 
ticularly the  Arthurian  cycle,  came  under  the  influence  of 
Frazer,  Murray,  and  Miss  Harrison  fairly  late  in  her 
career  and  decided  to  try  applying  their  ritual  view  to  the 
origins  of  romance.  From  Ritual  to  Romance,  a  greatly 
influential  book  on  which  T.  S.  Eliot  based  The  Waste 
Land,  is  a  witness  to  the  success  with  which  she  made  the 
grail  legend  finally  intelligible  in  terms  of  its  genesis  in  a 
fertility  cult.  Lord  Raglan,  a  rather  crusty  and  independ- 
ent English  baron,  has  written  two  books  dealing  with 
folklore,  Jocasta's  Crime  and  The  Hero.  Jocasta's  Crime 
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is  a  study  of  the  incest  taboo,  invaluable  in  its  general 
picture  and  its  destruction  of  other  theories,  but  rather 
absurd  in  the  theory  Raglan  himself  finally  posits.  The 
Hero,  one  of  the  most  important  and  little-appreciated 
books  of  our  time,  is  a  study  of  traditional  heroes  and 
religious  figures  in  the  cultures  of  various  peoples — Robin 
Hood,  Siegfried,  Arthur,  Cuchulainn,  CEdipus,  Romulus, 
Moses,  and  others  (although  Raglan  avoids  Christ,  who 
obviously  falls  into  his  pattern) — as  one  archetypal  hero, 
never  historical,  but  always  derived  through  a  myth  from 
a  ritual  drama.  The  method  is  Galton's,  fixing  an  archetypal 
hero  through  twenty-two  key  points  and  checking  each 
figure  against  them.  (Earlier  writers,  among  them  Al- 
fred Nutt,  in  The  Legends  of  the  Holy  Grail,  and  Otto 
Rank,  in  The  Myth  of  the  Birth  of  the  Hero,  had  done  part 
of  the  job  before  without  the  same  success.)  It  is  a  cheeky, 
snobbish,  and  frequently  irritating  book,  but  its  general 
contentions  are  so  sound,  so  unquestionable,  and  so  revolu- 
tionary (although  implicit  in  the  Frazer-Harrison- Weston 
line)  that,  more  widely  read,  it  could  single-handedly  end 
a  good  deal  of  the  nonsense  that  currently  passes  for  folk 
criticism. 

A  somewhat  comparable  tracing  of  underlying  ritual  pat- 
terns, but  with  a  heavily  mystic  emphasis,  has  been  turned 
on  Shakespeare  by  Colin  Still,  in  Shakespeare's  Mystery 
Play:  A  Study  of  the  Tempest  and  its  later  revision,  The 
Timeless  Theme,  and  continued,  following  Still's  lead,  by 
G.  Wilson  Knight  in  several  of  his  works.  The  most  recent 
inheritor  of  the  method  is  George  Thomson  (a  Greek 
professor  and  former  Cambridge  fellow),  who  has  com- 
bined it  with  Marxism  to  produce  a  remarkable  book, 
y€schylus  and  Athens,  subtitled  A  Study  in  the  Social  Ori- 
gins of  Drama.  In  addition  to  drawing  heavily  on  all  the 
Cambridge  people,  Thomson  utilizes  a  more  scientific  field 
anthropology  of  the  type  represented  by  Malinowski  and 
Bateson.  The  greatest  influence,  on  him,  however,  is  Caud- 
well's  Marxist  Illusion  and  Reality  (also,  incidentally, 
somewhat  influenced  by  the  ritual  theory)  and  although  he 
constantly  reads  iEschylus  and  Greek  drama  in  terms  of 
ritual  origins  (with  touches  of  euhemerism),  his  emphasis 
is  on  ritual  origins  themselves  as  an  aspect  of  productive 
labor,  with  the  chief  function  of  magic  or  incantation  that 
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of  making  the  crops  grow.  Another  EngHsh  critic,  Walter 
Allen,  although  not  much  concerned  with  ritual,  has  made 
brilliant  use  of  myth  (along  with  theological  concepts)  in 
studying  the  fiction  of  such  writers  as  Kafka,  Malraux, 
Graham  Greene,  and  Henry  Green,  in  recent  periodical 
and  anthology  pieces. 

All  the  above  are  British  scholars  and  critics,  and  there 
has  been  little  comparable  in  America.  Perhaps  the  most 
exciting  folk  method  in  this  country  is  that  of  William 
Troy,  a  fully  developed  literary  criticism  working  from  a 
basis  of  myth  and  ritual,  but  since  the  dozen  or  so  articles 
and  reviews  in  which  he  has  displayed  his  ideas  have  never 
been  collected  in  book  form,  his  work  has  had  nothing  like 
the  recognition  it  deserves.  He  has  analyzed  a  Zola  novel 
in  terms  of  the  basic  mythic  pattern  of  Orpheus  and  Eu- 
rydice;  interpreted  Lawrence  against  the  patterns  of  his 
chosen  role  as  the  Dying  God  or  Sacrificial  King;  read 
Mann's  works  in  terms  of  a  number  of  basic  myths  and 
rites,  from  the  initiation  ritual  underlying  Death  in  Venice 
to  the  advanced  social  myth  of  the  Joseph  novels;  seen 
Stendhal's  heroes  as  scapegoats  and  his  works  as  the  ritual 
sequence  of  Greek  tragedy;  read  some  of  Henry  James's 
novels  in  terms  of  the  Eden  myth;  identified  Fitzgerald's 
Gatsby  with  the  grail  heroes,  and  Stahr  with  Icarus;  and 
been  more  successful  than  any  other  contemporary  critic 
(if  Joyce's  own  testimony  means  anything)  in  placing  the 
patterns  of  myth  and  ritual  underlying  Joyce's  work  and 
analyzing  their  significance.  Although  he  calls  his  method 
"mythic"  and  relies  particularly  on  Frazer  for  the  arche- 
typal patterns  he  finds  at  the  heart  of  literary  meaning, 
Troy  also  draws  heavily  on  both  Marx  and  Freud  (as  well 
as  on  such  relatively  abstruse  matters  as  field  physics).  His 
method  is  generally  so  consistently  pluralist  it  might  better 
be  called  "Dantean"  (Troy  being  perhaps  the  only  modern 
critic  to  insist  on  the  need  for  reviving  Dante's  medieval 
concept  of  the  four  levels  of  meaning).  Under  whatever 
name,  it  seems  to  be  the  closest  thing  in  America,  on  a 
smaller  scale,  to  the  triumphs  of  the  Cambridge  group  in 
England. 

Francis  Fergusson,  who  has  been  the  only  important 
American  critic  centrally  concerned  with  the  drama,  has 
consistently  read  it  in  terms  of  the  ancient  sacrificial  pat- 
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tern  exemplified  in  Sophocles'  (Edipus  the  King.  He  has 
attempted  to  read  poets  and  novelists  like  Dante,  James, 
and  Lawrence  in  the  same  fashion  in  a  number  of  period- 
ical pieces,  like  Troy's,  not  yet  collected  in  book  form. 
Aside  frdm  Fergusson  and  Troy,  there  has  been  little  se- 
rious attempt  in  America  at  a  folk  criticism  of  art  litera- 
ture. Randall  Jarrell  has  been  heavily  influenced  by  myth 
and  ritual  in  his  poetry,  but  his  excellent  criticism  has  used 
them  only  sporadically.  Joseph  Campbell,  a  scholar  and 
critic  of  folk  literature  and  mythology,  has  applied  his 
material  with  some  success  (as  well  as  some  reductive 
simplification)  to  that  twentieth-century  touchstone  Fin- 
negans  Wake  in  the  Skeleton  Key  he  wrote  in  collabora- 
tion with  Henry  Morton  Robinson.  His  work  in  this 
direction  is  handicapped,  however,  by  a  slighting  of  ritual 
factors  that  tends  to  break  the  ties  of  myth  to  the  real  earth 
and  send  it  floating  off  into  the  thin  air  of  metaphysics, 
comparative  theology,  or  worse.  Mary  Austin,  in  several 
books,  has  worked  profitably  in  an  area  aU  her  own,  the 
relationship  between  the  forms  and  rhythms  of  American 
Indian  poetry  and  those  of  modern  American  verse. 
Within  the  past  year  or  two  there  has  been  a  sudden  flood 
of  criticism  concerned  with  "mythic"  patterns:  some  of  it, 
like  Charles  Olson's  Call  Me  Ishmael  and  Parker  Tyler's 
books  on  the  movies,  also  drawing  on  psychoanalysis  and 
very  much  to  the  point;  some  of  it,  like  the  studies  of 
Gide  and  Henry  MiUer  that  WaUace  Fowlie  has  published 
in  England  and  Richard  Chase's  periodical  pieces,  muddled 
or  superficial;  some  of  it,  like  the  Chimera  symposium  on 
Myth,  a  mixture  of  both.  It  is  hard  to  say  how  lasting  this 
movement  will  be,  or  how  much  it  simply  represents  a 
new  obscurantism  or  reflects  the  current  cult  of  the 
"folksy." 

Besides  the  danger  of  simple  devotion  to  inanity,  there 
are  two  other  and  more  serious  dangers  in  the  folklore 
position,  both  of  which  Miss  Rourke  had  the  good  sense 
to  avoid.  At  one  extreme  is  the  "folksy,"  drawing  on  the 
folk  for  cuteness  or  using  the  presumed  pastoral  virtues  of 
some  primitive  performance  as  a  club  with  which  to  beat 
formal  art.  The  classic  example  of  this  is  the  incredible 
passage  in  Tolstoy's  What  Is  Art?  where  he  expresses  his 
preference  for  the  Vogul  pantomime  deer  hunt  ("a  true 
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work  of  art")  to  Hamlet  ("a  false  imitation  of  a  work  of 
art").  At  the  other  extreme  is  the  Nazi  ''volkisch,"  the 
blood-and-soil  mysticism  of  irrationality,  best  represented 
in  reputable  literature  by  D.  H.  Lawrence's  cult  of  the 
'primitive,  with  its  insistence  on  "blood-thinking"  and  the 
mystic  "knowing"  of  peasants,  Indians,  and  miscellaneous 
savages.  Miss  Rourke  has  made  it  clear  that  she  is  aware 
of  the  dangers  of  the  first  in  her  suggested  contrast  between 
Grant  Wood's  phony  use  of  folksy  subject-matter  and 
Sheeler's  serious  use  of  a  folk  formal  tradition,  and  al- 
though she  has  never  been  explicit  about  the  second  (par- 
ticularly in  relation  to  Herder),  she  has  attacked  em- 
bryonic forms  of  it  in  terms  of  social  "regression." 

Another  type  of  criticism  closely  related  to  folk  criticism 
is  cultural  history,  which  deals  with  folklore  and  myth  in 
the  other  sense  of  the  words,  the  sense  of  Thurman  Ar- 
nold's Folklore  of  Capitalism,  as  fallacious  popular  beliefs, 
which  it  tends  to  "debunk."  Vernon  L.  Parrington,  one 
of  our  few  serious  cultural  historians,  furnishes  an  interest- 
ing contrast  in  method  to  Constance  Rourke  on  Crockett. 
While  she  is  chiefly  interested  in  the  charm  of  the  legends 
themselves  and  anxious  to  deny  any  evidence  she  thinks 
might  detract  from  them,  his  effort  is  to  place  the  Crockett 
legends  in  terms  of  political  genesis  and  function.  In  a 
withering  analysis  in  Main  Currents  of  American  Thought 
he  strips  the  legendary  hero  down  to  the  real  Crockett:  a 
rather  pathetic  figure,  ignorant,  boastful,  and  ambitious; 
built  up  as  an  American  symbol  by  skilled  Whig  publicists 
who  wanted  a  coonskin  hero  to  oppose  to  Jackson;  used 
by  the  Whigs  as  long  as  he  was  usable;  and  then  when  his 
backwoods  constituents  repudiated  his  voting  record  of  un- 
interrupted support  for  Eastern  banking  interests,  tossed 
aside  by  his  Whig  friends.  Parrington  shows  how  the 
legend  was  built  step  by  step,  conjectures  shrewdly  as  to 
who  ghosted  each  of  the  books,  shows  the  constant  anti- 
Jackson  propaganda  smuggled  into  their  comedy,  and  at 
the  end  shows  Crockett,  like  so  many  mythologized  real 
heroes,  coming  to  believe  the  legends  himself. 

Miss  Rourke  simply  affirms,  against  the  weight  of  the 
evidence,  that  Crockett  created  the  legend  himself  by  his 
character  and  racy  talk,  although  the  Whigs  "probably 
added  momentum  to  his  fame";  that  he  wrote  all  or  nearly 
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all  of  the  books  himself,  and  that  he  was  an  honest  demo- 
cratic figure  who  honestly  opposed  Jackson  in  his  con- 
stituents' interest.  What  a  more  reasoned  view  than  Miss 
Rourke's  would  have  done  was  accept  Parrington's  account 
of  the  political  genesis  of  Crockett  as  folk  hero  and  then 
go  on  to  study  the  way  in  which  this  artificial  figure  later 
became  genuine  folk  legend,  or  at  least  folk-transmitted 
legend,  in  the  Crockett  Almanacs  after  Crockett's  death 
(which  Parrington  apparently  either  didn't  know  or  didn't 
care  about,  and  in  which,  as  Miss  Rourke  rightly  says, 
"few  traces  of  a  political  bias  appear"). 

A  lowbrow  form  of  American  cultural  history  is  the 
running  picture  of  the  American  folk  mind  that  H.  L. 
Mencken  furnished  in  his  series  of  Prejudices  and  a  num- 
ber of  other  books  (in  which  the  popularity  of  Brieux  and 
paper-bag  cookery  are  equally  important  cultural  phe- 
nomena of  the  twenties)  and  Thomas  Beer  in  his  Mauve 
Decade  and  the  studies  of  Mark  Hanna  and  Stephen  Crane. 
A  very  specialized  and  useful  type  of  it  is  the  area  Mal- 
colm Cowley  has  staked  out  for  himself,  the  cultural 
climate  of  writers,  in  Exile's  Return  and  his  New  Republic 
pieces:  elaborate  Menckenian  Usts  of  books  people  were 
reading  any  given  year,  samples  of  what  writers  were  think- 
ing about  and  talking  about,  discussions  of  the  effect  events 
like  the  suicides  of  Hart  Crane  and  Harry  Crosby  and  the 
Depression  had  on  a  Uterary  generation. 


4. 
A  few  other  aspects  of  Constance  Rourke's  work  need  dis- 
cussion. One  is  a  curious  conflict,  a  division  of  focus, 
between  the  titles  and  the  subtitles  of  her  earlier  works. 
Troupers  of  the  Gold  Coast  is  subtitled  or  the  Rise  of  Lotta 
Crabtree,  and  the  actual  book  is  a  good  deal  less  than  the 
first  and  a  good  deal  more  than  the  second.  American 
Humor,  subtitled  A  Study  of  the  American  Character,  fits 
the  subtitle  a  good  deal  better  than  the  title,  since  little  of 
it  has  anything  to  do  with  humor  (except  in  the  other,  or 
Jonsonian  sense  of  "humor";  if  the  title  is  an  unconscious 
pun  it  is  beautifully  applicable,  although  perhaps  The 
American  Humor  or  American  Humors  would  be  more 
precise).  Only  with  Charles  S heeler,  subtitled  Artist  in  the 
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American  Tradition,  do  Miss  Rourke's  titles  and  subtitles 
stop  working  at  cross-purposes  and  finally  get  together,  just 
as  that  was  the  first  book  in  which  she  found  a  valid  rela- 
tionship between  the  individual  artist  and  the  larger 
American  picture. 

Miss  Rourke's  work  was  unquestionably  limited.  She 
lacked  Jane  Harrison's  learning  and  her  focus  on  the  ritual 
drama  as  hub;  Raglan's  familiarity  with  the  breadth  of  the 
material;  the  pluralism  and  integrative  ability  of  Thomson 
and  Troy;  the  acquaintance  with  a  relatively  primitive 
people,  or  true  "folk,"  of  Mary  Austin;  even  Parrington's 
basic  tough-mindedness.  She  began  with  every  handicap: 
a  concept  of  folklore  as  local  color  and  sentimental  theat- 
rical memories;  an  unexplored  field  in  the  hands  of  igno- 
ramuses specializing  in  the  guitar  and  the  ten-gallon  hat; 
a  country  whose  true  folk  tradition  lacks  all  homogeneity, 
consisting  of  Indian  and  Negro  survivals  and  European 
imports,  all  modified  beyond  recognition  to  fit  their  new 
contexts.  Despite  all  these  handicaps,  her  work  represents 
a  steady  development  toward  more  and  more  significant 
criticism:  discovering  her  analytic  and  synthetic  functions 
in  American  Humor,  as  well  as  the  relationship  between 
folk  and  art  literature;  synthesizing  a  tradition  of  folksy 
content  in  Crockett  and  Audubon;  discovering  that  a  tradi- 
tion lies  in  form  rather  than  content  in  Sheeler,  and  that 
her  true  method  was  the  folk  analysis  of  formal  art;  real- 
izing that  the  American  folk  tradition  is  abstract  and  has 
basic  ritual  elements  in  her  unfinished  History  of  American 
Culture,  and  on  that  basis  doing  her  most  significant  jobs 
of  analysis  (the  Indian  roots  of  American  drama)  and 
synthesis  (the  minstrel  tradition  reconstructed  for  a  Negro 
literature). 

Miss  Rourke's  relationship  to  Van  Wyck  Brooks  may  be 
worth  mention  here.  The  only  book  of  his  she  has  ever 
quoted  specifically  is  The  Pilgrimage  of  Henry  James,  in 
her  James  chapter  in  American  Humor,  and  that  to  accept 
some  of  its  incidental  judgments  and  demolish  its  basic 
conclusion,  that  James  broke  with  the  American  tradition 
by  concentrating  on  the  international  scene  rather  than 
the  meal  in  the  firkin.  She  has  attacked  Brooks  by  indirec- 
tion in  her  discussion  of  Twain  in  American  Humor  ("It  is 
a  mistake  to  look  for  the  social  critic — even  manque — in 
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Mark  Twain"),  and  attacked  his  manifestoes  in  the  Free- 
man at  some  length  in  Charles  Sheeler  for  calling  for  the 
mechanical  creation  of  a  hierarchical  school  of  American 
artists  rather  than  the  free  use  of  American  materials 
arising  out  of  concrete  needs  and  situations.  Even  The 
Roots  of  American  Culture,  which  Brooks  assembled  and 
introduced  with  a  respectful  and  proprietary  preface,  con- 
tains in  the  title  essay  a  sharp  attack  on  Brooks's  central 
position  (although  Brooks  is  not  named),  what  De  Voto 
has  tagged  "the  literary  fallacy,"  when  she  writes:  "The 
governing  idea  that  ours  is  a  literary  culture,  or  any  similar 
preconception,  may  throw  our  judgments  awry."  Brooks, 
on  the  other  hand,  has  unquestionably  learned  from  her.  It 
is  probable  that  the  much-commented-on  statement  in  the 
first  version  of  The  Ordeal  of  Mark  Twain  that  America 
has  no  folk  art  of  its  own  disappeared  after  he  became 
acquainted  with  Miss  Rourke's  works,  and  by  way  of  rec- 
ompense the  recent  volumes  of  the  literary  history  contain 
great  gobs  of  folk  material,  some  of  it  lifted  directly  from 
Rourke's  books,  none  of  it  credited. 

Much  of  Constance  Rourke's  special  approach  and  sig- 
nificance is  typified  by  the  basic  quarrel  with  Brooks  over 
Henry  James.  As  one  endeavoring  to  create  a  valid  and 
usable  American  tradition,  she  felt  it  absurd  to  throw 
James  to  the  enemy,  and  she  worked  passionately  to  re- 
naturalize  him.  The  point  of  her  James  chapter  in  Amer- 
ican Humor  is  that  James  is,  as  Howells  said,  basically  and 
fundamentally  in  the  American  tradition,  never  more  so 
than  when  he  lived  abroad  and  concerned  himself  with 
the  international  scene.  In  the  last  analysis  she  was  not  only 
the  isolater  of  folk  sources  and  roots  in  formal  art,  the 
synthesizer  of  a  living  folk  tradition  for  other  artists  to 
come,  the  educator  of  provincial  critics  like  Van  Wyck 
Brooks,  the  popularizer  of  obscure  and  misapprehended 
figures  and  cultural  phenomena  in  our  past — Audubon, 
Voltaire,  Combe,  the  minstrel  show,  Horace  Greeley;  she 
was  also  a  democrat  and  a  patriot,  in  a  deeper  and  better- 
informed  sense  than  the  ranters  and  the  book-burners.  Her 
own  folk  roots  were  substantial. 


CHAPTER  5 


Maud  Bodkin 

and  Psychological  Criticism 


It  is  Maud  Bodkin's  distinction  to  have  made  what  is 
probably  the  best  use  to  date  of  psychoanalysis  in  literary 
criticism.  Her  book  Archetypal  Patterns  in  Poetry,  sub- 
titled Psychological  Studies  of  Imagination,  was  published 
by  Oxford  in  England  in  1934  and  attracted  almost  no 
attention  whatsoever.  It  was  reviewed  in  a  handful  of 
periodicals,  getting  what  enthusiastic  comment  it  got  in 
magazines  devoted  to  folklore  and  psychology  and  receiv- 
ing rather  condescending  treatment  from  the  general 
literary  press.  It  has  had  no  appreciable  influence  on  any 
English  criticism  I  have  encountered  (although  Knight, 
Day  Lewis,  and  Auden  have  acknowledged  it,  and  Leavis 
has  attacked  it  in  Scrutiny).  In  this  country  Miss  Bodkin 
is  even  less  known.  She  has  never,  to  my  knowledge,  been 
reviewed  or  discussed  in  an  American  periodical.  (Again, 
a  few  critics,  among  them  Burke  and  Warren,  have  man- 
aged to  discover  and  utilize  her  work.)  She  is  not  listed  in 
any  American  or  British  work  of  reference  I  have  ever 
managed  to  find  in  a  library,  including  Who's  Who,  and 
she  seems  never  to  have  published  in  any  periodical  other 
than  Mind  and  the  British  Journal  of  Psychology  (and,  if 
she  is  the  A.  M.  Bodkin  she  cites  in  a  footnote,  the  British 
Journal  of  Medical  Psychology)  until  the  war,  when  she 
contributed  one  essay  to  the  Wind  and  the  Rain,  a  new 
English  review  with  a  religious  and  moral  emphasis. 

There  are  a  number  of  reasons  for  this  obscurity.  First 
Miss  Bodkin  is  not  a  professional  psychoanalyst,  which 
would  have  lent  her  work  professional  authority,  nor  does 
she  seem  to  be  a  professional  critic.  She  is  apparently  an 
amateur  student  of  literature  (at  one  time  she  was  a  pub- 
lisher's reader)  who  happens  to  have  a  wide  acquaintance 
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with  both  psychology  and  imaginative  literature,  as  well  as 
genuine  literary  sensitivity,  sense  of  proportion,  and  taste 
that  effectively  keep  her  from  all  the  familiar  excesses  of 
psychoanalytic  criticism.  As  far  as  I  have  been  able  to 
learn.  Miss  Bodkin  became  interested  in  the  literary  pos- 
sibilities of  psychoanalysis  in  middle  age,  and  attended  a 
group  of  seminars  for  lay  students  held  by  Dr.  Carl  G. 
Jung  in  Zurich  in  the  twenties  on  his  analytical  psychology 
and  some  of  its  implications.  Her  work  is  chiefly  dependent 
on  Jungian  theories  and  insights,  although  it  is  obviously 
her  own,  and  it  is  unlikely  that  Dr.  Jung  is  familiar  with 
it  and  questionable  whether  he  would  approve  of  it  if  he 
were. 

I  am  not  competent  to  discuss  the  ideas  of  Dr.  Jung  (or 
any  psychologist)  technically,  but  a  brief  summary  of 
those  which  apply  to  art  is  essential  for  any  consideration  of 
Miss  Bodkin's  work.  The  most  important  of  them  from 
a  literary  viewpoint  is  the  concept  of  "archetypes."  Jung 
defines  these  most  fully  in  the  article  "On  the  Relation  of 
Analytical  Psychology  to  Poetic  Art"  in  Contributions  to 
Analytical  Psychology.  They  are  unconscious  primordial 
images,  the  "psychic  residua  of  numberless  experiences  of 
the  same  type"  shared  by  ancestors  going  back  to  primitive 
times,  which  are  somehow  inherited  in  the  structure  of 
the  brain.  They  are  thus  basic,  age-old  patterns  of  central 
human  experience,  and  Jung's  hypothesis,  which  Miss 
Bodkin  devoted  her  book  to  investigating,  is  that  these  ar- 
chetypes lie  at  the  root  of  any  poetry  (or  any  other  art) 
-possessing  special  emotional  significance. 

For  Jung,  these  archetypal  patterns  exist  all  along  the 
chain  of  communication:  as  configurations  in  the  poet's 
unconscious,  as  recurring  themes  or  image  sequences  in 
poetry,  and  as  configurations  in  the  reader's  or  audience's 
unconscious.  This  is  based  on  the  concept  of  a  "collective 
unconscious"  bearing  the  racial  past,  which  generated 
mythic  heroes  for  the  primitive  and  still  generates  similar 
individual  fantasies  for  the  civilized  man,  and  which  finds 
its  chief  expression  in  a  relatively  familiar  and  timeless 
symbolism,  endlessly  recurring.  (It  should  be  obvious  how 
close  this  idea  is  to  cyclic  theories  of  history  like  Vico's,  as 
well  as  to  Stekel's  modification  of  Freud's  free  and  experi- 
ential dream  symbolism  in  favor  of  a  fixed,  gypsy-dream- 
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book  symbolism,  and  how  captivating  it  would  be  to  a 
writer  like  Joyce,  already  influenced  by  Vico,  seeking  a 
psychology  he  could  use  in  creating  H.  C.  Everybody.) 

For  Jung,  the  artist  as  well  as  the  neurotic  reproduces 
in  detail  the  myths  derived  from  the  ritual  experience  of 
primitive  man,  sometimes  consciously,  sometimes  by  a 
"visionary"  process.  The  artist,  however,  is  not  a  neurotic; 
is,  in  fact,  as  artist,  of  far  greater  significance  than  the 
neurotic.  In  his  article  "Psychology  and  Poetry"  in  transi- 
tion, Jung  dignifies  the  poet  as  "the  collective  man,  the 
carrier  and  former  of  the  unconsciously  active  soul  of 
mankind."  With  this  goes  the  idea  that  in  the  last  analysis 
art  is  an  autonomous  complex  of  whose  origin  we  know 
nothing,  an  expression  baffling  the  ingenuity  of  science,  and 
that  all  psychoanalysis  can  do  is  study  the  antecedent 
materials  and  describe  the  creative  process  without  ex- 
plaining it.^ 

Jung's  other  concepts — his  primary  quarrel  with  Freud 
over  "libido,"  which  he  defines  as  "psychic  instinctive 
energy  in  general,"  a  kind  of  Bergsonian  elan  vital,  rather 
than  simply  "sexual  energy";  his  basic  personality  types, 
introvert  and  extravert,  the  results  of  inward  and  outward 
turning  of  the  libido;  and  his  other  terms  like  "anima," 
the  ideal  or  soul-image,  and  "persona,"  the  complementary 
outer  character — are  of  less  significance  in  Miss  Bodkin's 
work  and  to  literary  criticism  in  general.  For  literary 
analysis,  as  she  recognized,  ||he  basic  concepts  ^are  the 
collective  unconscious  and  its  archetypal  patterns.^ 

In  a  number  of  respects  Jung's  analytical  psychology 
might  seem  to  be  more  fruitful  for  literary  criticism  than 
Freudian  psychoanalysis.  Miss  Bodkin  has  expressed  two 
of  its  advantages  as  she  sees  them: 

Freud's  terminology  cannot  do  justice  to  it  (the  in- 
teraction between  the  individual  mind  and  the  social 
heritage  in  a  poem)  because  the  postulates  within 
which  he  works  require  that  later  and  higher  products 
of  the  life  process  be  explained  in  terms  of  elements 
present  in  the  beginning.  Also,  the  concentration  of 

^  In  keeping  with  this  view,  Jung  has  written  very  little  on  specific 
artists  and  works  of  art.  The  only  literary  studies  I  know  of  are  a 
brief  discussion  of  Goethe's  Faust  in  Psychology  of  the  Unconscious, 
and  an  analysis  of  Joyce's  Ulysses  in  WirJkifchJceit  der  Seele. 
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Freudian  writers  upon  the  physical  relation  of  parent 
and  child  cuts  off  that  other  equally  valid  viewpoint, 
frpm  which  the  parent's  magic  for  the  child,  and  over- 
powering influence,  appear  due  to  his  acting  as  the 
first  channel  of  the  wider  influence  of  the  community 
and  its  stored  achievement. 

The  major  advantage  over  Freud,  however,  that  Jungian 
psychology  has  in  terms  of  literary  criticism  is  that,  unlike 
Jungj^Freud  did  at  one  time  tend  to  see  art  largely  as  a 
neurotic  expression,  specifically  the  product  of  a  narcissistic 
stage  of  development,  a  fantasy  wish-fulfillment  or  sub- 
stitute gratification  resulting  from  unsatisfied  longings  in 
the  real  world.  He  writes  typically  in  Civilization  and  Its 
Discontents  of  "beauty":  "Its  derivation  from  the  realms  of 
sexual  sensation  is  all  that  seems  certain;  the  love  of 
beauty  is  a  perfect  example  of  a  feeling  v/ith  an  inhibited 
aim,"  which  is  not  mitigated  by  the  admission  that  psy- 
choanalysis "has  less  to  say  about  beauty  than  about  most 
other  things." 

Nevertheless,  it  is  Freud,  rather  than  any  of  his  dis- 
senting disciples,  who  has  tremendously  influenced  almost 
every  modern  writer  and  critic.  Adler  has  had  relatively 
little  literary  influence,  aside  from  the  ubiquitous  term 
"inferiority  complex"  (although  it  should  be  admitted  that 
almost  every  contemporary  novel  that  has  been  concerned 
with  ego  or  power  drives  or  compensations,  from  The 
Great  Gatshy  to  What  Makes  Sammy  Run  has  unwittingly 
absorbed  something  of  Adler's  individual  psychology)  .2 
Outside  of  Zurich,  where  Joyce  came  somewhat  under 
Jung's  influence,  even  Jung  has  had  few  literary  followers, 
chiefly  Eugene  Jolas  and  the  transition  crowd  in  Paris  for 
a  brief  period,  and  a  group  of  Socialist  poets  and  critics 
around  James  Oppenheim  in  this  country.^  Stekel,  Rank, 

^  William  Ernest  Henley,  a  biographical  study  by  Jerome  Hamilton 
Buckley,  which  appeared  in  1946,  is  an  Adler-influenced  work  that 
treats  Henley's  character  as  a  "masculine  protest"  against  his  crippling 
bone-tuberculosis,  and  may  finally  herald  an  Adlerian  literary  trend. 

^W.  P.  Witcutt,  in  Blake:  A  Psychological  Study,  published  in 
England  in  1946,  attempted  to  use  Jungian  psychology  "to  indicate,  a 
path  through  the  Blakean  jungle"  of  the  Prophetic  Books.  His  book 
seems  to  me  a  maddening  and  almost  pointless  one,  and  makes  an 
interesting  contrast  to  Miss  Bodkin's.  Witcutt  employs  Jung's  most 
mystic  and  theosophical  concepts  to  turn  on  Blake's  metaphysical  mud- 
dles, and  the  result  is  confusion  worse  confounded. 
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and  the  other  Freudian  dissenters  have  been  even  less 
important  outside  their  own  fields. 

The  collective  and  afiirmative  nature  of  Jung's  psy- 
chology is  its  greatest  advantage  for  literary  criticism,  but 
it  also  constitutes  its  greatest  danger,  a  tendency  to  turn 
into  a  glorification  of  irrationality,  mysticism,  and  "racial 
memory,"  the  sort  of  thing  that  made  Jung  so  attractive  to 
Nazi  and  Fascist  thinkers.  Miss  Bodkin  has  largely  avoided 
this  pitfall  in  Jung's  thoughts,  but  at  least  once  in  the  book 
she  calls  for  the  continual  endeavor  to  render  underlying 
psychological  patterns  "in  terms  of  feeling  rather  than 
intellect"  with  the  same  ambiguous  possibility  of  glorifying 
irrationality  that  has  endeared  Jung  to  the  blood-and-soil 
contingent.  For  the  most  part,  though,  she  uses  the  scien- 
tific-analytic aspects  of  Jung's  work  rather  than  the 
metaphysical-mystic,  and  it  is  significant  that  her  epigraph 
for  Archetypal  Patterns  in  Poetry  should  be  Jung  at  his 
least  world-shaking  and  most  honestly  humble: 

Philosophical  criticism  has  helped  me  to  see  that 
every  psychology — my  own  included — has  the  charac- 
ter of  a  subjective  confession  ...  it  is  only  by 
accepting  this  as  inevitable  that  I  can  serve  the  cause 
of  man's  knowledge  of  mam 

2. 
Archetypal  Patterns  in  Poetry  is  one  of  the  few  books  that 
perform  precisely  the  action  its  title  denotes;  it  discusses 
archetypal  patterns  in  poetry.  The  book  consists  of  six 
chapters,  the  first  raising  the  general  problem  of  archetypes 
as  illustrated  by  tragic  drama,  and  discussing  Ernest  Jones's 
exploration  of  the  CEdipus  complex  in  Hamlet;  the  other 
five  dealing  respectively  with  the  rebirth  archetype  in  The 
Ancient  Mariner;  the  heaven-hell  archetype  in  Coleridge, 
Milton,  and  Dante;  some  archetypal  women  in  poetry;  the 
archetypal  devil,  hero,  and  god;  and  some  archetypes  in 
contemporary  literature.  Methodologically  her  work  divides 
into  two  sorts:  the  detailed  exploration  of  an  archetype  in 
a  single  work,  like  rebirth  in  The  Ancient  Mariner;  and 
the  comparison  of  variants  of  an  archetype  in  a  number  of 
works,  like  the  chapter  on  the  archetypal  women  of  great 
poets.  Both  methods  warrant  examination. 
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In  The  Ancient  Mariner  Miss  Bodkin  begins  by  noting 
the  passages  describing  the  becalming  of  the  ship  and  its 
later  miraculous  motion  and  finds  that  they  introduce  the 
problem  of  death  and  rebirth  in  a  specific  symbolization 
of  Cbleridge's  experience  of  futile  mental  effort  followed 
by  a  sudden  creative  inspiration.  For  this  reading  she  re- 
lies, first  on  her  own  associations  and  memories  inspired 
by  the  lines,  then  on  available  records  of  Coleridge's  pri- 
vate associations,  and  finally  on  the  general  relationship, 
illustrated  by  Biblical  quotations,  between  the  rising  of  the 
jwind  and  the  quickening  of  the  human  spirit.  Then  Miss 
Bodkin  goes  on  to  consider  the  climax  of  the  poem,  the 
blessing  of  the  snakes  and  its  consequence,  which  she  re- 
lates to  lung's  archetypal  myth  of  "the  night  journey 
under  the  Isea"  as  illustrated  by  the  Jonah  story — the  basic 
Rebirth  ritual,  organized  around  guilt  and  expiation.  Here 
her  method  includes  her  own  associations  and  dreams 
again,  Lowes's  exploration  of  Coleridge's  sources,  Bau- 
douin's  analysis  of  similar  imagery  in  Verhaeren,  Hamlet's 
predicament,  other  types  of  the  "guilt-haunted  wanderer" 
like  Cain  and  the  Wandering  Jew,  and  the  general  problem 
of  the  craving  for  death  or  re-entry  into  the  womb,  as 
reflected  in  dreams,  poetry,  and  psychoanalytic  theory. 
When  she  concludes,  she  not  only  has  used  the  poem  to 
illustrate  her  archetypal  pattern,  but  has  made  the  pattern 
illuminate  the  poem  and  its  effects,  fix  it  in  the  corpus  of 
major  poetry,  and  greatly  heighten  and  inform  enjoyment. 

Miss  Bodkin's  comparative  method  operates  in  a  sim- 
ilar fashion.  In  the  chapter  on  the  archetypal  image  of 
woman,  she  considers  Milton's  muse-mother  in  Paradise 
Lost,  relates  it  to  the  goddess-mothers  in  Homer,  and 
identifies  them  both  with  the  wife-mother  mourning  for 
Tammuz  and  the  other  slain  vegetation  gods.  She  then 
takes  up  the  ambiguous  balance,  in  Milton's  Eve,  of 
Proserpine,  the  figure  of  doomed  youth,  and  Delilah,  the 
betrayer;  finds  the  same  ambiguity  of  betrayed-betrayer  in 
Euripides'  Phaedra;  notes  the  idealization  of  these  two 
archetypes  in  Dante's  Beatrice,  the  mother-imago,  with  all 
their  earthly  elements  gone  to  make  Helen,  Dido,  Cleo- 
patra, and  Francesca  (particularly  Francesca);  observes 
that  Vergil's  variants  of  the  archetypes,  Eurydice  and 
Dido,  bear  ambiguously  within  each  both  the  Beatrice  and 
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the  Francesca  elements;  and  concludes  with  these  ele- 
ments as  stages  in  the  dramatic  development  of  Goethe's 
Gretchen,  Francesca  becoming  Beatrice.  In  dealing  with 
the  shifting  interrelationship  of  these  archetypal  women, 
Miss  Bodkin  is  able  to  discuss  their  temporal  aspects  in 
the  differing  views  of  the  poets'  historical  periods,  as  well 
as  their  timelessly  archetypal  aspect  in  the  central  poetic 
vision. 

When  Miss  Bodkin  turns  to  contemporary  literature, 
finding  the  Rebirth  archetype  represented  in  opposing 
bodily  and  spiritual  terms  by  Lawrence's  Plumed  Serpent 
and  Charies  Morgan's  The  Fountain,  the  archetypal  poet- 
figure  as  a  father-imago  in  Virginia  Woolf's  Orlando  and 
the  phantasmagoric  fragments  of  rebirth  rites  in  Eliot's 
Waste  Land,  she  establishes,  although  almost  as  an  after- 
thought, the  persistence  of  these  patterns,  not  only  in  great 
literature  of  the  past  but  as  the  organizing  principle  of 
any  serious  work  of  art  to  our  own  day. 

In  noting  the  persistence  of  these  archetypes.  Miss  Bod- 
kin tangles  willy-nilly  with  the  problem  of  how  they  are 
transmitted.  If,  as  Jung  (following  Freud)  claims,  they  are 
primal  experience  somehow  recorded  in  the  structure  of 
the  brain,  then  they  require  a  belief  in  the  inheritance  of 
acquired  characteristics  and  a  demolition  of  Weismann's 
monumental  hypothesis  of  the  continuity  of  the  germ 
plasm  (whereby  germ  plasm  is  never  created  out  of  so- 
matic plasm  and  consequently  cannot  reproduce  its  expe- 
riential alterations).  Freud  was  prepared  to  accept  this 
responsibility  and,  as  late  as  1939,  in  Moses  and  Monothe- 
ism, affirmed  his  belief  in  the  inheritance  of  acquired  char- 
acteristics despite  the  views  of  contemporary  biological 
science.  On  the  other  hand,  if,  as  many  contemporary  psy- 
choanalysts believe,  they  are  inherited  not  in  the  physical 
organism  but  in  the  cultural  context  and  are  reproduced 
in  each  generation  by  similar  infantile  experience,  then 
they  would  alter  radically  in  any  society,  generation  or 
single  child  with  radically  different  infantile  experience  (as 
Malinowski  found  the  matrilineal  Trobrianders  had  a  ma- 
trilineal  variant  of  the  CEdipus  complex).  Miss  Bodkin 
attempts  to  get  around  this  problem  by  leaving  the  matter 
moot,  and  suggests  her  reservations  toward  the  Jungian 
position  in  the  first  few  pages  of  the  book: 
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In  Jung's  formulation  of  the  hypothesis  ...  it  is 
asserted  that  these  patterns  are  .  .  .  "inherited  in  the 
structure  of  the  brain";  but  of  this  statement  no  evi- 
dence can  be  considered  here.  Jung  believes  himself 
to  have  evidence  of  the  spontaneous  production  of 
ancient  patterns  in  the  dreams  and  fantasies  of  indi- 
viduals who  had  no  discoverable  access  to  cultural 
material  in  which  the  patterns  were  embodied.  This 
evidence  is,  however,  hard  to  evaluate;  especially  in 
. — view  of  the  way  in  which  certain  surprising  reproduc- 
tioiis.  in  trance  states,  of  old  material,  have  been  sub- 
sequently traced  to  forgotten  impressions  of  sense  in 
the  lifetime  of  the  individual. 

By  page  2157,  however,  she  has  so  far  forgotten  her  reser- 
vations ^s  to  concede  that:  "No  doubt  both  an  inherited 
and  an  individually  acquired  factor  are  present"  in  the 
superego,  the  inheritance  "that  of  the  tribe  throughout 
the  racial  past." 

Miss  Bodkin  is  saved  from  the  excesses  of  psychoana- 
lytic criticism  by  a  constant  wariness  about  overempha- 
sizing the  psychological  factors  in  poetry.  She  writes: 

Enjoyment  of  the  beauty  of  poetry  is  spoiled  only 
if  certain  of  these  psycho-physiological  echoes  are  em- 
phasized, as  though  they  were  somehow  more  real  than 
all  the  other  elements  with  which  in  a  mature  mind 
they  are  fused — as  though  these  other  elements  that 
contribute  to  the  actually  experienced  response  were  a 
mere  evasion  or  disguise  of  those  few  primitive  ele- 
ments newly  identified  by  the  analyst. 

Her  psychological  factors  never  cause  a  poetic  effect  ex- 
cept "in  part."  In  her  central  defense  of  the  psychological 
method,  printed  as  an  appendix  entitled  "Psychological 
Criticism  and  Dramatic  Conventions,"  Miss  Bodkin  an- 
swers the  objections  of  E.  E.  Stoll  and  others  to  psycho- 
logical analysis  with  the  moderate  statements  that  we  can- 
not and  should  not  "cancel  the  psychological  awareness 
that  our  own  age  has  conferred  on  us,"  that  genuine 
appreciation  must  be  "with  the  complete  resources  of  our 
minds,"  and  that  psychological  insights  as  well  as  anything 
Stoll  or  other  critics  can  teach  us  are  all  valuable  com- 
ponents of  this  enriched  apprehension. 
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One  of  her  most  valuable  concepts  in  this  judicious  use 
of  psychology  is  Jung's  description  of  the  fallacy  of  "noth- 
ing but"  thinking,  the  idea  that  a  poem  is  "nothing  but" 
an  example  of  some  category  (a  type  of  thinking  now 
sometimes  called  "thalamic"  from  the  thalamus,  the  part 
of  the  brain  capable  of  only  crude  distinctions).  Miss  Bod- 
kin insists  that  poetry,  instead  of  being  nothing  but  her 
psychology,  is  that  and  also  a  good  many  other  things. 

Unlike  the  professional  psychoanalysts,  who  rely  as 
much  as  possible  on  case  histories  and  clinical  records. 
Miss  Bodkin  relies  chiefly  on  introspection,  analyzing  and 
reporting  to  the  best  of  her  ability  her  own  psychological 
reactions.  "Our  analysis  is  of  the  experience  communicated 
to  ourselves,"  she  writes.  She  describes  the  sensations  of 
her  own  mind  on  reading  poetry,  what  images  she  becomes 
aware  of,  what  significance  or  tension  she  feels,  what 
associations  are  evoked,  what  reactions  of  empathy  or 
projection  arise,  what  transitions  are  made,  even  what 
dreams  she  dreams.  She  attempted  to  objectify  these  intro- 
spections, or  at  least  widen  their  base,  only  once,  in  the 
essay  on  The  Ancient  Mariner.  For  this  she  adapted  I.  A. 
Richards's  laboratory  method,  described  at  length  in  Prac- 
tical Criticism,  of  giving  poems  to  readers  for  their  reac- 
tions, with  the  modifications  that  in  her  case  poem  and 
author  were  identified  and  she  asked  only  emotional  re- 
sponse, the  result  of  "absorbed  musing,  or  reverie"  (Gal- 
ton's  "free  association"),  rather  than  evaluative  opinion. 
Although  the  material  obtained  resulted  in  a  shrewd  series 
of  questions  aimed  at  the  reader,  she  announced  regret- 
fully in  her  preface  to  the  book  that  she  had  abandoned 
the  attempt,  "since  it  was  not  found  practicable  to  secure 
from  those  with  whom  the  writer  was  in  touch  the  pro- 
longed, concentrated  effort  required."  She  expressed  the 
conviction,  however,  that  eventually  "intensive  work  on 
the  poetic  experience  of  individuals  must  replace  more  ex- 
tensive methods  of  research." 

In  addition  to  her  basic  indebtedness  to  Jung,  and  modi- 
fications of  the  experimental  psychology  of  Gallon  and 
Richards,  Miss  Bodkin  has  drawn  on  almost  every  avail- 
able psychology.  Her  indebtedness  to  Freud  is  particularly 
heavy,  and  not  only  in  areas  where  Jung  accepts  him.  She 
questions  Freud's  assertion  that  CEdipal  attitudes  underly 
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all  guilt-sense  in  dreams,  but  concedes  that  "some  form 
of  failure  in  relation  to  the  parents"  does — to  the  extent 
of  merging  with  any  other  factors  that  may  be  operative. 
She  accepts  Freud's  concept  of  the  superego  and  attempts 
to  mediate  between  Freud  and  Jung  as  to  whether  it  is 
primarily  the  influence  of  the  parents  in  infancy  or  of  the 
tribe,  proposing  a  compromise.  She  also  accepts,  sometimes 
with  a  degree  of  reservation,  such  miscellaneous  Freudian 
concepts,  with  their  implications,  as  the  death  instinct  or 
Thanatos  principle,  the  ego  and  id,  the  pleasure  principle, 
the  father-imago,  and  items  ranging  from  flight  in  dreams 
to  the  serjbent  and  the  apple  in  the  story  of  the  Fall,  as 
varieties  of  sex  symbol. 

In  addition.  Miss  Bodkin  is  indebted  to  a  number  of 
Freud's  di^sciples  who  have  analyzed  literature.  She  ac- 
knowledges Ernest  Jones's  study  of  Hamlet  for  a  good 
deal  of  her  method,  particularly  such  basic  devices  in  the 
psychological  genesis  of  literature  as  dissociation  and  de- 
composition. She  also  uses  Charles  Baudouin's  modified 
Freudian  study  of  Verhaeren,  Psychoanalysis  and  Esthet- 
ics; the  Freudian  anthropology  of  Geza  Roheim,  and 
others.  At  the  same  time,  she  is  able  to  draw  on  non- 
psychoanalytic  psychologies.  From  Gestalt  psychology, 
through  such  anthropologists  as  Goldenweiser,  she  adopts 
the  term  "configuration"  for  a  cultural  pattern,  and  is 
directly  familiar  with  at  least  Kohler's  work  on  The  Men- 
tality of  Apes,  from  which  she  borrows  the  concept  of  an 
interval  of  suspension  before  the  resolution  of  a  problem. 

Besides  her  eclectic  psychology,  Miss  Bodkin  uses  phi- 
losophers, theologians,  anthropologists,  and  sociologists,  as 
well  as  a  number  of  modern  literary  critics,  among  them 
William  Empson  on  ambiguity,  G.  Wilson  Knight's  work 
on  Othello,  and  John  Livingston  Lowes's  exhaustive  study 
of  Coleridge.  (It  is  ironic  that  Miss  Bodkin,  the  obvious 
person  to  extend  Lowes's  observations  on  the  sources  of 
Coleridge's  images  in  the  only  area  in  which  they  can  bear 
extension,  the  psychoanalytic,  should  resolutely  refuse  to 
do  so.  She  is  as  oblivious  as  he  is,  for  example,  to  the  ob- 
vious sex  symbolism  of  the  caverns  and  mountains  in 
Kubla  Khan.) 

With  the  aid  of  this  eclectic  bundle  of  theories  and  con- 
cepts, Miss  Bodkin  has  made  literary  criticism,  not  pseudo- 
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science.  Despite  all  the  apparatus,  she  is  insistently  a  lover 
of  poetry  and  a  sensitive  reader.  Archetypal  Patterns  in 
Poetry  is  noteworthy  for  its  brilliant  insight  into  the  emo- 
tional structure  of  King  Lear,  its  explanation  (perhaps  the 
first  satisfactory  one  for  our  time)  of  the  power  Shelley's 
poetry  had  on  its  readers,  its  sensitive  and  perceptive 
analysis  of  Virginia  Woolf's  techniques,  and  much  else. 
To  borrow  a  distinction  from  Kenneth  Burke,  she  is  pri- 
marily interested  not  in  patterns  in  poetry,  but  in  patterns 
in  poetry. 


^  3. 

The  psychological  criticism  of  literature,  much  more  than 
any  other  critical  method  here  discussed,  is  a  development 
in  our  own  century,  since  the  science  of  psychology  as  an 
organized  body  of  knowledge  began  within  the  lifetime  of 
men  now  living.  Informally,  criticism  has  been  psycho- 
logical from  its  beginnings,  in  the  sense  that  any  critic  has 
obviously  attempted  to  apply  what  he  knew  or  believed 
about  the  operations  of  the  human  mind.  With  the  recog- 
nition of  the  unconscious  by  Freud  just  before  the  turn  of 
the  century,  psychology  acquired  a  dimension  from  which 
it  could  contribute  insights  otherwise  unobtainable  into  the 
origins  and  structure  of  works  of  literature.  Of  psychologi- 
cal critics  before  Freud,  only  a  few  require  mention.  The 
most  important  of  these,  of  course,  is  Aristotle,  the  prin- 
cipal source  of  both  psychology  and  the  psychological 
criticism  of  literature.  Aristotle's  empirical  psychology  is 
all  through  his  work,  and  is  the  central  topic  of  De  Anima 
and  of  the  Parva  Naturalia,  the  short  physical  treatises  on 
memory  and  reminiscence,  on  dreams,  and  on  prophesying 
by  dreams.  He  applied  his  psychology  to  poetry  in  The 
Poetics,  answering  Plato's  psychological  fallacy  in  The  Re- 
public, that  poetry  feeds  the  passions  and  is  thus  socially 
harmful,  with  the  much  sounder  psychological  theory  of 
catharsis,  that  poetry  arouses  the  passions  of  pity  and  ter- 
ror in  a  controllable  symbolic  form  and  then  purges  them 
through  its  operations.  The  Poetics  is  almost  a  textbook  in 
the  psychology  of  art;  and  such  concepts  as  hamartia,  the 
tragic  flaw  that  comes  from  the  hero's  imperfect  insight 
into  his  situation;  peripateia,   the  shock  of  change;  the 
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preference  of  the  probable  impossible  over  the  improbable 
possible;  and  many  others  are  anticipations  of  basic  psy- 
chological truths.  For  Plato  in  Ion  the  poet  is  an  inspired 
madman,  a  neurotic.  For  Aristotle  he  is  closer  to  an 
inspired  psychologist. 

Aristotle's  psychological  insights  into  art  were  extended 
and  developed  by  later  classical  writers  like  Longinus  and 
Horace,  but  the  next  major  step  in  psychological  criticism 
^came  only  with  Coleridge's  Biographia  Literaria.  Coleridge 
took  Aristotle's  psychology,  as  modified  by  Aquinas,  Des- 
cartes, Hpbbes,  and  Hartley,  none  of  whom  made  any  sig- 
nificant advances  on  it,  and  turned  it  on  poetry.  The  only 
thing  that)  kept  Coleridge  from  achieving  full-blown  psy- 
chological/ criticism  was  the  same  thing  that  had  prevented 
Aristotle,  the  quantitative  and  qualitative  inadequacy  of 
the  psychology.  Coleridge  actually  anticipated  the  uncon- 
scious, referring  to  "those  flights  of  lawless  speculation 
which,  abandoned  by  all  distinct  consciousness,  because 
transgressing  the  bounds  and  purposes  of  our  intellectual 
faculties,  are  justly  condemned  as  transcendent ^  but  he 
was  so  far  in  advance  of  his  time  as  to  be  unable  to  do 
anything  with  the  discovery.  Other  anticipations  of  modern 
psychological  criticism  in  the  Biographia  include  a  pro- 
posal for  reader  experiments  similar  to  those  Richards 
made  in  our  century,  a  distinction  in  terms  of  reader-affect 
between  poetry  and  science,  and  an  invaluable  concept  of 
Imagination  (which  Richards  spent  an  entire  volume, 
Coleridge  on  Imagination,  developing  into  modern  psy- 
chological terminology) . 

A  contemporary  of  Coleridge's  who  requires  mention 
in  this  chapter,  although  nowise  near  as  important,  is 
Charles  Lamb.  Although  Lamb  never  had  a  formal  psy- 
chology, his  sister's  tragic  insanity  and  his  own  disturbed 
mental  states  made  him  particularly  sensitive  to  the  rela- 
tionship between  psychology  and  art.  In  "The  Sanity  of 
Genius"  he  wrote  one  of  the  best  distinctions  between  art 
and  neurosis  we  have,  and  in  "Witches  and  Other  Night 
Fears"  he  actually  anticipated  Jung's  archetypes.  He  wrote: 

Gorgons,  and  Hydras,  and  Chimaeras — dire  stories 
of  Celaeno  and  the  Harpies — may  reproduce  them- 
selves  in  the  brain  of  superstition — but  they  were 
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there  before.  They  are  transcripts,  types — the  arche- 
types are  in  us,  and  eternal. — ^These  terrors — date 
beyond  body — or,  without  the  body,  they  would  have 
been  the  same. 

(Walter  Whiter,  who  preceded  Coleridge  and  Lamb  by 
a  generation  with  an  astounding  anticipation  of  modem 
psychological  criticism,  is  discussed  below  in  the  chapter 
on  Caroline  Spurgeon.) 


/With  the  publication  of  Freud's  The  Interpretation  of 
Dreams  in  1900,  the  psychoanalytic  criticism  of  literature 
(began.  Freud's  contribution  has  a  number  of  aspects.  Per- 
haps the  most  important  is  the  body  of  writing  about  non- 
literary  problems,  particularly  dreams,  wit,  and  neurotic 
symptoms,  that  contains  principles  that  can  profitably  be 
applied  to  literature.  This  includes  The  Interpretation  of 
Dreams  itself,  with  its  dream  mechanisms  like  conden- 
sation, displacement,  secondary  elaboration,  and  splitting 
that  appear  to  be  the  basic  mechanisms  of  literary  crea- 
tion its  basic  concept  of  wish-fulfillment,  equally  appli- 
cable to  art,  and  its  invaluable  explorations  into  the  nature 
of  symbolism;  as  well  as  other  works  like  Wit  and  Its  Rela- 
tion to  the  Unconscious  and  Three  Contributions  to  the 
Theory  of  Sex. 

Of  next  importance,  perhaps,  are  Freud's  specific  com- 
ments on  the  nature  of  art  and  the  artist.  The  earlier  ones, 
in  "The  Relation  of  the  Poet  to  Day-Dreaming,"  "Con- 
tributions to  the  Psychology  of  Love,"  "Formulations  Re- 
garding the  Two  Principles  in  Mental  Functioning,"  and 
even  Lecture  23  of  A  General  Introduction  to  Psycho- 
analysis, as  late  as  1920,  tend  to  establish  the  artist  as  an 
infantile  neurotic,  as  discussed  above.  Later  discussions, 
particularly  in  New  Introductory  Lectures  and  Beyond  the 
Pleasure  Principle,  tend  to  see  through  this  easy  formula- 
tion to  a  recognition  of  the  artist  as  a  neurotic  plus  his 
art,  through  which  he  can  understand  and  alter  reality;  and 
in  an  address  at  his  seventieth  birthday  celebration  Freud 
refused  credit  for  having  discovered  the  subconscious, 
claiming  that  that  credit  properly  belonged  to  the  writers. 
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The  final  category  of  Freud's  contributions  to  psycho- 
analytic literary  criticism  is  his  specific  discussions  of 
artistfe  and  works  of  art.  These  are  scattered  all  through 
the  works  in  brief  comments,  some  of  them  very  percep- 
tive, like  the  mention  of  Hamlet  in  The  Interpretation  of 
Dreams  (on  which  Jones  based  his  reading),  the  analysis 
of  King  Lear,  and  the  discussion  of  Greek  tragedy  in 
Totem  and  Taboo.  He  did  only  three  long  studies:  Leo- 
nardo da  Vinci:  A  Psychosexual  Study  of  Infantile  Remi- 
niscerice,  an  article  on  "Dostoyevsky  and  Parricide,"  and 
a  study  of  an  obscure  Danish  novel  called  Gradiva  by 
Wilhelm  Jensen.  With  these  three  works  Freud  established 
both  types\  of  analysis  with  which  his  followers  were  to 
concern  themselves:  the  pathography,  or  the  study  of  a 
neurotic  or  psychotic  personality  using  his  works  for  clues; 
and  actual  psychoanalytic  literary  criticism,  or  the  study 
of  a  work  of  literature  using  psychoanalytic  mechanisms 
and  clinical  conjectures  as  clues. 

Leonardo  da  Vinci  is  largely  pathography  (although 
Freud  insists  that  Leonardo  v/as  not  in  any  sense  a  neu- 
rotic). It  is  an  attempt,  relying  heavily  on  a  remarkable 
analysis  of  a  fantasy-memory  of  Leonardo's  about  a  vul- 
ture, to  reconstruct  the  artist's  biography  and  psychic 
development  by  way  of  understanding  his  later  sexual  and 
artistic  inhibitions.  Freud  calls  his  work  "a  biographical 
effort,"  insists  that  it  is  tentative,  and  devotes  most  of  his 
space  to  conjecturing  infantile  roots  for  what  he  diagnoses 
as  Leonardo's  ideal,  or  incipient,  homosexuality.  Freud's 
only  concern  with  Leonardo's  works  is  to  explore  them 
for  further  evidence  of  the  artist's  psychic  life,  with  the 
reservation  that  "when  one  considers  what  profound  trans- 
formations an  impression  of  an  artist  has  to  experience 
before  it  can  add  its  contribution  to  the  work  of  art,  one 
is  obliged  to  moderate  considerably  one's  expectation  of 
demonstrating  something  definite."  He  disregards  other  as- 
pects of  the  works  and  at  one  place  seems  to  suggest  that 
he  has  no  choice,  that  "the  nature  of  artistic  attainment  is 
psychoanalytically  inaccessible  to  us."  Nevertheless,  within 
its  own  terms,  the  book  is  one  of  Freud's  finest  works  and 
an  almost  miraculous  reconstruction  of  the  life  and  mind 
of  a  complex  artist  four  hundred  years  dead. 

"Dostoyevsky  and  Parricide"  is  about  halfway  between 
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the  two,  chiefly  interested  in  getting  at  Dostoyevsky's 
hysterical  epilepsy,  CEdipal  wish  for  his  father's  death,  and 
latent  homosexuaUty.  Nevertheless,  despite  his  statement 
that  "before  the  problem  of  the  creative  artist,  analysis 
must  lay  down  its  arms,"  Freud  is  highly  appreciative  of 
Dostoyevsky's  novels  as  remarkable  works  of  art  and  very 
much  concerned  with  contributing  what  he  can  to  their 
comprehension,  both  in  their  symbolic  relationship  to  the 
author's  neurosis  and  in  their  purely  formal  relations. 

Delusion  and  Dream  in  Wilhelm  Jensen's  Gradiva  is 
pure  literary  analysis.  With  the  curt  "we  have  not  ac- 
cess to  the  psychic  life  of  the  author,"  Freud  renounces 
any  attempt  to  explore  Jensen's  complexes  or  neuroses, 
and  confines  himself  to  interpreting  the  psychological  and 
dream  structure  of  the  book,  analyzing  its  symbolic  tech- 
niques of  condensation  and  displacement,  and  in  general 
deepening  and  strengthening  its  meaning.  His  conclusion 
is  that  Jensen  was  generally  aware  of  psychoanalytic  truths, 
not  from  any  knowledge  of  formal  psychoanalysis,  but 
from  the  exploration  of  his  own  psyche.  The  artist  is 
another  kind  of  psychoanalyst.  In  fact,  Freud's  treatment 
of  the  book  is  so  delicate  and  respectful  that  it  is  not 
really  Freudian  enough,  and  he  misses  or  ignores  a  fine 
CEdipus  complex  in  the  hero  (and  presumably  the  author) 
and  some  first-class  sex  symbolism  having  to  do  with 
lizard-catching.  Part  of  Freud's  respect  for  the  book  is 
obviously  that  it  neatly  coincides  with  psychoanalytic 
theory,  thus  to  some  extent  "confirming"  it  in  its  early 
years  ("Story-tellers  are  valuable  allies  and  their  testimony 
is  to  be  rated  high,  for  they  usually  know  many  things 
between  heaven  and  earth  that  our  academic  wisdom  does 
not  even  dream  of"),  but  there  is  not  much  doubt  that 
Gradiva  is  a  poor  and  silly  little  novel  well  deserving  its 
obscurity,  and  that  Freud  in  overrating  it  and  analyzing 
it  at  length  has  written  his  own  very  much  better  novel. 

Actually  the  pathography  tradition  was  not  new  with 
Freud,  but  merely  continued,  in  long-range  unscientific  psy- 
chiatric diagnosis,  a  nineteenth-century  tradition  of  long- 
range  unscientific  medical  diagnosis,  in  which  a  learned 
physician  deduced  for  the  eager  literary  world  that  from 
his  poetry  Byron  must  have  had  gallstones,  or  Pope  high 
blood  pressure.  This  is  the  tone  not  so  much  of  Freud  as 
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of  many  of  his  disciples,  including  some  of  the  rebels. 
It  is  the  tone,  for  example,  of  Brill's  discussion  of  the  love 
of  poetry  as  simply  an  expression  of  oral  eroticism,  "a 
chewing  and  sucking  of  beautiful  words." 

The  only  psychoanalyst  who  has  devoted  himself  to  art 
with  any  thoroughness  is  Otto  Rank.  Before  he  broke  with 
Freud  in  the  early  twenties,  Rank  wrote  a  number  of  val- 
uable psychoanalytic  literary  studies:  The  Artist  in  1907, 
^^Jlhe  Myth  of  the  Birth  of  the  Hero  in  1909,  a  study  of  the 
Lohengrin  story  in  1911,  The  Incest-Motive  in  Poetry  and 
Legen^\in  1912,  and  two  essays  in  1914  and  1922  later 
published  as  Don  Juan  and  the  Double  (most  of  these 
available  in  English).  Of  these.  The  Myth  of  the  Birth  of 
the  Hero  is  perhaps  most  important.  Picking  up  a  sugges- 
tion of  Freud's  that  he  try  Gallon's  method  of  creating  an 
archetype  of  the  mythic  birth  (and  apparently  ignorant  of 
the  fact  that  a  similar  job  had  been  done,  along  very  frag- 
mentary lines,  for  the  whole  life  of  the  hero  by  Alfred 
Nutt),  Rank  achieved  an  impressive  psychoanalytic  study 
in  comparative  mythology,  very  important  to  literature  and 
probably  the  genesis  of  Lord  Raglan's  invaluable  The  Hero 
in  1935. 

The  Incest-Motive  included  a  number  of  stimulating 
(Edipal  analyses,  among  them  one  of  Shakespeare's  Julius 
Ccesar  (pointing  out  that  Brutus,  Cassius,  and  Antony  are 
three  splittings  of  Cesar's  "son" — ^the  first  representing  his 
rebelliousness,  the  second  his  rernorsefulness,  and  the  third 
his  natural  piety)  and  one  of  Baudelaire's  sonnet  "The 
Giantess."  After  Rank  broke  with  Freud,  he  wrote  little 
of  any  value  about  art,*  and  his  major  book  on  the  subject, 
Art  and  the  Artist,  published  in  English  in  1932,  is  a  dull 
and  very  Germanic  treatise  on  aesthetics,  drawing  chiefly 
on  warmed-over  anthropology,  centering  the  art-urge  in 
a  desire  to  immortalize  the  self,  warning  that  increasing 
consciousness  will  be  the  death  of  art,  and  resisting  psy- 
choanalytic interpretations  at  a  number  of  points  where 
they  would  prove  valuable,  while  in  other  places  vulgariz- 
ing psychoanalysis  overzealously,  particularly  in  a  reading 
of  Hamlet  as  direct  autobiography. 

Of  full-length  psychoanalytic  literary  studies  by  profes- 

*The  relationship  here  is  not  necessarily  causal,  although  it  is  not 
necessarily  irrelevant  either. 
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sional  analysts  or  psychologists,  the  best  and  most  influ- 
ential is  probably  Ernest  Jones's  study  of  Hamlet  in  his 
Essays  in  Applied  Psychoanalysis.  In  a  hundred  informed 
and  closely  reasoned  pages,  revealing  a  real  Shakespeare 
scholarship  and  general  literacy,  Jones  demolishes  every 
Hamlet  theory  that  had  been  previously  maintained;  elabo- 
rates and  sustains  his  own,  an  OEdipal  structure  uncon- 
scious in  Hamlet,  unconscious  in  Shakespeare,  and  un- 
conscious in  the  audience;  and  substantially  increases 
appreciation  of  the  play  by  showing  what  no  one  had  yet 
succeeded  in  showing,  the  reasonableness  and  inevitability 
of  its  action,  although  still  leaving  a  number  of  questions 
unanswered.  Jones  has  done  no  other  comparable  literary 
analysis,  but  his  book  contains  a  number  of  other  essays 
suggestively  applying  psychoanalysis  to  such  disparate  fields 
as  art,  folklore,  history,  politics,  religion,  and  even  jour- 
nalism. 

A  book  as  sensitive  to  literary  values  and  far  from  the 
pathography  as  Jones's  Hamlet  essay,  if  not  as  intrinsically 
exciting,  is  Charles  Baudouin's  Psychoanalysis  and  Es- 
thetics, a  lengthy  study  of  poetic  symbolism  in  Verhaeren 
by  a  man  who  is  himself  a  poet.  Baudouin's  psychoanalysis 
is  extremely  eclectic,  drawing  impartially  on  Freud,  Jung, 
Adler,  Rank,  and  Ribot.  Although  it  rarely  goes  all  out 
in  psychoanalytic  readings,  Baudouin's  book  is  a  remark- 
able job  of  detailed  symbolic  analysis  with  significant 
incidental  forays  anticipating  a  number  of  new  critical 
techniques:  multiple  translation  of  meaning  into  several 
different  terminologies;  polarization  of  obsessive  imagery 
into  paired  terms  in  parallel  columns;  and  discussion  of 
the  significance  of  sounds  and  auditory  symbolism.  Bau- 
douin  insists  early  in  the  book  that  analysis  of  the  works 
of  genius  will  show  genius,  not  neurosis,  but  then  he  falls 
into  error  at  the  other  extreme,  and  insists  at  the  end  that 
because  a  poem  is  "an  admirable  illustration  of  the  psy- 
chology of  sublimation,"  therefore  "true,"  it  is  a  "beauti- 
ful" poem,  and  that  because  the  poems  generally  accepted 
as  Verhaeren's  masterpieces  are  those  "most  fraught  with 
symbolical  meaning,"  other  poems  as  fraught  with  psycho- 
logical meaning  are  probably  also  masterpieces. 

At  the  other  pole  from  Baudouin's  analysis  of  Verhaeren 
is  the  work  of  his  countryman  the  French  psychoanalyst 
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Rene  "Laforgue,  on  Baudelaire.  The  Defeat  of  Baudelaire 
is  pure  pathography,  subtitled  A  Psychoanalytic  Study  of 
the  Neurosis  of  Charles  Baudelaire,  and  announces  its  in- 
tention frankly  on  the  first  page: 

It  is  not  my  purpose  to  consider  Baudelaire's  posi- 
tion in  literature;  neither  do  I  wish  to  undertake  an 
analysis  of  his  art.  For  me,  Baudelaire  is  simply  a 
man,  a  sick  man  among  many  others,  a  victim  of  life. 
He  is^  representative  of  an  army  of  the  misunder- 
stood. My  only  reason  for  discussing  him  first  before 
considermg  the  others  is  that  thanks  to  his  art  he  is 
more  accessible  to  study  and  within  easier  reach  of 
comprehension. 

Frankly  using  Baudelaire's  poems,  journals,  and  records, 
along  with  Porche's  biography,  as  no  more  than  clinical 
records,  Laforgue  finds  that  Baudelaire  had  an  CEdipus 
complex,  a  masochistic  complex  with  whipping  and  mas- 
turbation fantasies,  latent  homosexuality,  penis-inferiority, 
probably  impotence  and  voyeurism  (the  last  based  on  an 
absolutely  conjectural  childhood  experience),  and  consti- 
pation. For  Laforgue,  who  continually  insists  that  his  aims 
in  writing  the  book  included  warning  educators  not  to 
frighten  children  and  reforming  the  treatment  of  criminals, 
the  artist  is  a  "privileged"  neurotic  who  can  create  art, 
and  poetic  form  is  a  device  for  making  the  poet's  neurosis 
unrecognizable  except  by  clinicians.  Nothing  more  need 
be  said  about  it  in  a  discussion  of  literary  criticism. 

Among  the  great  number  of  literary  discussions  by  psy- 
choanalytic psychiatrists,  only  two  more  can  be  touched 
on,  as  examples  of  current  American  practice.  Lawrence 
S.  Kubie,  under  the  title  The  Literature  of  Horror,  wrote^' 
an  article  on  Faulkner's  Sanctuary  and  one  on  Caldwell's 
God's  Little  Acre  for  the  Saturday  Review  of  Literature  in 
1934  (along  with  one  on  Hemingway  that  seems  never  to 
have  appeared).  Kubie  makes  some  good  points,  particu- 
larly in  the  Faulkner  piece,  among  them:  a  discussion  of 
the  erotization  of  horror  and  anxiety  in  contemporary 
American  literature;  the  insistence  that  he  is  not  psycho- 
analyzing authors,  that  the  statement  that  Sanctuary  is  a 
series  of  male  impotence  fantasies  is  not  the  statement 
that  Faulkner  is  impotent,  but  merely  that  he  is  imagina- 
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tive;  and  the  much-needed  rejection  of  Faulkner's  claim 
that  the  book  is  a  piece  of  meaningless  hack  work.  He 
ends  up,  however,  with  the  rather  oversimple  formulation 
of  Popeye  as  id,  Benbow  as  ego,  and  the  mob  as  superego, 
an  example  of  where  terminology  can  lead  with  no  check- 
rein  on  it.  The  Caldwell  piece  continues  some  of  these 
topics,  but  is  less  concerned  with  the  work  itself  than  with 
exploring  the  nature  of  obscenity  and  the  implications  of 
reader-reactions  to  it. 

A  more  literate  work,  but  limited  to  the  pathography, 
is  Saul  Rosenzweig's  essay  "The  Ghost  of  Henry  James" 
in  Character  and  Personality  for  December  1943,  reprinted 
in  the  Fall  1944  Partisan  Review.  Rosenzweig  uses  some 
of  James's  short  stories  to  establish  James  as  suffering 
from  castration  anxiety  and  inferiority  complex,  with  con- 
stitutional bi-sexuality  "a  speculative  possibility."  Despite 
this  narrow  clinical  formulation,  and  liberal  salting  with 
terms  like  "repression,"  "frustration,"  "sublimation,"  and 
"overcompensation,"  Rosenzweig's  actual  readings  of  the 
stories  are  extremely  shrewd  and  sensitive  to  literary  val- 
ues, an  example  of  how  valuable  he  and  men  like  him 
could  be  if  they  turned  their  method  to  analyzing  the  work 
and  its  form  rather  than  the  man  (or,  in  Rosenzweig's 
case,  if  he  had  even  attempted,  for  example,  to  discuss 
the  concealment-evasion  aspects  of  James's  late  baroque 
style). 

The  professional  literary  men  who  have  used  Freud  and 
psychoanalysis  are  almost  innumerable.  The  first  orthodox 
use  came  as  early  as  1912,  in  Frederick  Clarke  Prescott's 
article  "Poetry  and  Dreams"  in  the  Journal  of  Abnormal 
Psychology,  reprinted  in  book  form  in  1919.  Prescott  took 
Freud's  The  Interpretation  of  Dreams,  not  then  translated 
into  English,  and  applied  it  systematically  to  the  inter- 
pretation of  poetry,  finding  poetry  to  be,  like  dreams,  the 
disguised  fulfillment  of  repressed  wishes,  and  suggesting 
that  the  mechanisms  Freud  found  in  the  "dream  work" 
might  also  be  the  mechanisms  of  the  "poetic  work."  At  the 
same  time  he  attempted  to  support  and  document  many 
of  Freud's  new  and  shocking  contentions  with  quotations 
from  literary  men  through  the  ages.  Despite  a  somewhat 
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mechanical  application,  a  concept  of  poetry  as  "escape 
from  reality,"  and  a  contempt  for  Coleridge's  "obfusca- 
tions"  on  fancy  and  imagination,  Prescott's  book  is  an 
important  beginning,  and  later  work  has  been  heavily 
dependent  on  it.  In  1922  he  published  The  Poetic  Mind, 
a  fuller  treatment,  which  despite  a  number  of  things  of 
value,  among  them  an  anticipation  of  Empson's  "am- 
biguity" and  an  insistence  on  plural  meaning,  represents  a 
^considerable  falling-off,  with  the  Freudian  psychoanalysis 
watered  down  to  fit  a  new  romantic  mysticism  and  Shelley- 
worship.  \ 

One  of  tne  first  lay  attempts  to  use  psychoanalytic  con- 
cepts in  criticizing  specific  works  of  literature  came  in 
1919,  in  Cpnrad  Aiken's  Scepticisms:  Notes  on  Contem- 
porary Poetry.  Aiken  not  only  utilized  Freud's  view  of  art, 
but  attempted  to  reconcile  it  with  Kostyleff's  theory  of 
poetry  as  a  verbo-motor  discharge,  Pavlov's  concept  of 
the  conditioned  reflex,  and  other  scraps  of  assorted  psy- 
chology. Not  much  insight  came  from  this  jumble,  but 
Aiken  got  from  Freud  the  basic  attitude  of  contemporary 
criticism,  anticipating  Richards's  influential  statement  of 
it  by  a  few  years:  that  poetry  is  a  human  product,  satis- 
fying human  needs  like  any  other,  and  that  it  has  dis- 
coverable origins  and  functions,  open  to  analysis. 

One  of  the  earliest  English  exponents  of  psychoanalytic 
criticism  was  Robert  Graves,  in  a  series  of  books  including 
On  English  Poetry  (1922),  The  Meaning  of  Dreams 
(1924),  and  Poetic  Unreason  (1925).  Graves  attempted 
detailed  psychoanalytic  readings  of  specific  poems,  partic- 
ularly in  The  Meaning  of  Dreams,  where  he  analyzed 
Keats's  "La  Belle  Dame  sans  merci,"  Coleridge's  "Kubla 
Khan,"  and  a  poem  of  his  own.  Perhaps  because  Graves 
largely  rejected  Freud  and  Jung  in  favor  of  the  psycho- 
analytic theories  of  W.  H.  R.  Rivers,  emphasizing  dissocia- 
tion of  unconscious  personalities  and  traumatic  experi- 
ences; perhaps  because  he  attempted  to  correlate  the  best 
poetry  with  the  best  unconscious  personality  conflicts; 
more  likely  because  he  combined  ignorance  with  brash- 
ness  to  an  amazing  degree,  the  results  were  atrocious  and 
may  have  discouraged  later  British  efforts.  (The  one  com- 
pletely successful  application  by  an  English  critic  of  psy- 
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choanalytic  concepts  to  a  work  of  art,  William  Empson's 
essay  on  Alice  in  Wonderland,  will  be  discussed  in  the 
chapter  on  Empson.) 

A  special  and  rather  confusing  English  case  is  Herbert 
Read.  No  one  has  written  so  enthusiastically  on  the  im- 
portance of  psychoanalysis,  and  in  fact  of  all  psychology, 
for  literature  and  literary  criticism.  He  writes  that  the 
critic  must  pick  from  psychology,  particularly  psycho- 
analysis, "his  brightest  weapons,"  that  in  some  areas  the 
critic  can  only  ask  questions  for  psychology  to  answer, 
that  psychology  has  finally  been  able  to  explain  aesthetic 
mysteries  like  catharsis,  and  so  on.  In  an  article  on  "Psy- 
choanalysis and  Criticism"  in  Reason  and  Romanticism 
(later  expanded  as  "The  Nature  of  Criticism"  in  Collected 
Essays  m  Literary  Criticism)  Read  has  written  a  remark- 
ably reasoned  and  persuasive  argument  for  psychoanalytic 
criticism,  emphasizing  eclecticism,  moderation,  and  the 
Umitations  and  dangers  of  psychoanalysis  as  well  as  its 
enormous  possibilities.  The  only  trouble  with  this  is  that 
Read  has  practiced  very  little  of  what  he  preaches.  Aside 
from  his  book  on  Wordsworth,  a  long  essay  on  Shelley, 
and  a  study  of  the  Brontes,  none  of  them  very  deep  or 
very  perceptive,  and  the  frequent  use  of  some  Freudian 
terms  and  Jung's  "introversion-extraversion,"  Read's  own 
work  seems  to  have  been  almost  untouched  by  psycho- 
analysis. Like  Moses,  he  saw  the  Promised  Land,  but 
somehow  never  managed  to  enter  it.  W.  H.  Auden,  simi- 
larly has  done  a  briUiant  analysis  of  Freud's  significance 
for  art  in  "Psychology  and  Art  To-day"  in  the  symposium 
The  Arts  Today,  without  ever  making  much  use  of  the 
method  in  his  criticism. 

Lionel  Trilling's  case  in  America  is  somewhat  compa- 
rable. He  wrote  a  remarkably  good  estimate  of  Freud's 
literary  and  aesthetic  significance,  reflecting  wide  familiar- 
ity with  Freud's  work,  in  the  Kenyan  Review  for  Spring 
1940,  pointing  out  that  in  one  respect  Freud  actually  sees 
the  human  mind  as  a  poetry-making  organ,  and  that  psy- 
choanalysis is  thus  a  science  of  tropes.  However,  he  so 
hedged  this  around  with  limitations  based  on  a  contrary 
tendency  he  saw  in  Freud,  a  contemptuous  attitude  toward 
art,  that  it  ended  up  more  or  less  on  the  fence.  Trilling's 
critical  practice,  in  his  studies  of  Matthew  Arnold  and 
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E.  M.  Forster,  reflects  this  divided  mind,  and  although 
his  us^  of  psychoanalytic  insights  is  fairly  extensive,  they 
tend  to  be  always  tentative,  half-hearted,  and  sometimes 
stillborn. 

Other  American  critics  who  have  attempted  to  utilize 
psychoanalysis  include  Edmund  Wilson  and  Van  Wyck 
Brooks,  the  former  moving  increasingly  toward  it  as  he 
discarded  Marxism,  the  latter  sampling  tasty  bits  of  every 
psychoanalysis  eventually  to  discard  them  all.  William 
Troy  has  done  at  least  one  psychoanalytic  piece,  on 
Stendhal's  (Edipus  complex.  Of  the  men  influenced  by 
Brooks,  Frank  went  head-over-heels  for  the  mistier  areas 
of  psychoanalysis,  to  repudiate  them  all  later,  psychoana- 
lysts being  'philosophically  shallow  men,"  for  his  private 
mysticism — piolism,  the  good  life,  and  the  athletic  soul; 
and  MumfoM  picked  up  Raymond  Weaver's  silly  and  lyric 
biography  of  Melville,  Herman  Melville,  Mariner  and 
Mystic,  and  based  on  it  a  sillier  and  even  more  lyric  one 
of  his  own,  Herman  Melville,  full  of  undigested  Freud 
and  plain  bad  taste  ("it  may  be"  that  Melville's  wife  "was 
timid  and  irresponsive  as  a  lover").  A  few  other  psycho- 
analytic biographies  of  the  twenties  and  thirties  seem  better 
and  more  perceptive,  like  Katharine  Anthony's  of  Mar- 
garet Fuller  and  Louisa  May  Alcott,  Rosamond  Lang- 
bridge's  study  of  Charlotte  Bronte,  and  Joseph  Wood 
Krutch's  biography  of  Poe,  although  they  could  all  have 
ended  on  a  variant  of  the  ultimate  "nothing  but"  fallacy 
with  which  Krutch  ended  his:  "We  have,  then,  traced 
Poe's  art  to  an  abnormal  condition  of  the  nerves." 

Much  contemporary  American  critical  use  of  psycho- 
analysis has  in  fact  been  a  good  deal  worse.  The  chief 
sinners  are  the  amateur  sexologists  and  Peeping  Toms  of 
criticism,  typified  by  Ludwig  Lewisohn's  Expression  in 
America  (Thoreau,  for  example,  is  a  clammy  prig,  the  re- 
sult of  being  hopelessly  inhibited  to  the  point  of  psychical 
impotence,  or  else  hopelessly  undersexed;  and  almost  every 
American  writer  is  similarly  debunked).  Only  a  few  steps 
above  this  are  such  readings  as  Thomas  Beer's  straight 
sexual  interpretation  of  Henry  Adams  in  The  Mauve  Dec- 
ade, Mark  Van  Doren's  debunking  of  Whitman's  poetry 
and  ideas  on  the  basis  of  his  homosexuality,  and  Edward 
Dahlberg's  sexual  readings  of  all  literature  in  Do  These 
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Bones  Live,  in  the  name  of  anti-psychoanalysis  and  Tol- 
stoy's statement  that  man's  deepest  suffering  is  always  the 
tragedy  of  the  bedroom. 

Other   psychologies   besides   psychoanalysis   have  been 
turned  on  art  with  a  good  deal  of  success  in  our  time. 
Perhaps  the  most  influential  is  the  integrated  psychology  of 
I.  A.  Richards,  drawing  on  neurological  psychology,  be- 
V     haviorism,  psychoanalysis,  and  Gestalt,  as  well  as  his  own 
^  empirical  observations  (discussed  below  in  the  chapter  on 
r  Richards).  Kenneth  Burke,  who  has  used  Freud  exten- 
\'   sively,   and  has  written  the  most  penetrating  analysis  I 
0    know  of  the  implications  and  necessary  modifications  of 
L>      psychoanalysis  for  criticism  in  "Freud — and  the  Analysis 
)f  Poetry"  in  The  Philosophy  of  Literary  Form,  has  also 
drawn  on  every  modern  psychological  school  to  achieve 
an  integrated  psychology  which  he  calls  "phenomenologi- 
cal,"  based  chiefly  on  Gestalt,  which  would  avoid  "the 
tenuousness  of  the  purely  introspective"  as  well  as  "the 
impoverishment   of   the   purely   behavioristic"    (also   dis- 
cussed below). 

A  psychology  that  seems  at  least  as  promising  for  lit- 
erary criticism  as  psychoanalysis  is  the  Gestalt  school, 
which  as  far  as  I  know  has  had  little  direct  professional 
application  to  literature.^  This  seems  due  in  part  to  the 
laboratory-science  emphasis  given  it  by  its  founders,  Max 
Wertheimer,  Kurt  Koffka,  and  Wolfgang  Kohler,  in  favor 
of  phenomena  objectively  ascertainable  in  a  controlled  ex- 
periment. So  far  the  concern  of  the  school  has  chiefly  been 
with  the  conscious  surface  of  the  mind,  with  processes  like 
"perception"  and  "learning,"  which  comes  clear  in  Wert- 
heimer's  book  Productive  Thinking,  where  the  examples 
tend  inevitably  to  come  from  the  reasonable  processes  of 

^  A  few  Gestalt  works  on  the  general  subject  of  art  have  been  pro- 
duced, among  them  H.  E.  Reese's  A  Psychology  of  Artistic  Creation, 
Werner  Wolff's  The  Expression  of  Personality  (which,  although  it  deals 
largely  with  such  self-expressions  as  walking  and  talking,  has  obvious 
relevance  to  esthetic  expression),  and  Rudolf  Arnheim's  article  "Gestalt 
and  Art,"  in  the  Journal  of  /Esthetics,  Fall  1943.  Arnheim  is  also  cur- 
rently teaching  a  Gestalt  course  in  the  Psychology  of  Art  at  the  New 
School  for  Social  Research,  and  contributed  an  essay,  "Psychological 
Notes  on  the  Poetical  Process,"  to  Poets  at  Work,  Charles  D.  Abbott's 
symposium  on  the  collection  of  poets'  worksheets  in  the  University  of 
Buffalo  library. 
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geometric  theorems  and  Einstein's  discovery  of  relativity 
rather  than  from  less  reasonable  and  ascertainable  phe- 
nomena, like  poetic  images  or  Shakespeare's  discovery  of 
Lear.  Nevertheless,  the  basic  conception  of  the  school,  that 
reaction  is  to  the  total  configuration  or  Gestalt  of  an 
experience,  rather  than  to  any  single  "stimulus,"  and  that 
in  this  respect  the  whole  is  greater  than  the  sum  of  the 
parts  and  determines  their  character,  seems  to  be  one  of 
central  relevance  to  problems  of  literature  and  art.  Geneti- 
cally, in  fact,  the  Gestalt  conception  of  total  configuration 
was  inspired  by  the  formal  nature  of  art,  in  von  Ehrenfels's 
recognitibij  that  when  a  musical  melody  is  transposed,  and 
all  the  component  notes  changed,  its  Gestaltqualitdt  re- 
mains the  same,  because  the  relations  of  the  notes  are 
preserved.  The  artist's  problem  of  communicating  the  es- 
sential pattern  of  his  experience,  through  a  medium  in 
which  he  did  not  have  the  experience,  and  often  one 
utilizing  a  different  sense  (a  landscape  in  a  poem,  a  bird- 
song  in  a  sculpture,  etc.)  would  seem  to  be  precisely  a 
matter  of  this  Gestaltqualitdt,  and  thus  an  area  in  which 
Gestalt  psychology  could  be  particularly  fruitful.  Its  theo- 
retical framework,  emphasizing  "field"  concepts,  makes 
full  provision  for  the  behavioral  patterns  of  the  uncon- 
scious mind,  which  are  just  as  configurative,  and  recog- 
nizes in  theory  that  the  incongruous  relationships  of  poetic 
metaphor  are  as  "productive"  perceptions  for  poetry  as 
the  more  traditional  relationships  of  mathematics  are  for 
science.  There  is  not  much  doubt  that  when  the  younger 
integrative  gestaltists,  followers  of  the  late  Kurt  Levin 
(who  wrote  in  Principles  of  Topological  Psychology:  "the 
only  approach  to  deeper  problems  was  the  brilliant  work 
of  Freud"),  and  social  gestaltists  like  S.  E.  Asch  and  J.  F. 
Brown  finally  turn  their  attention  to  the  structural  rela- 
tions, configurations,  "fields,"  and  "topology"  of  works  of 
literature,  and  professional  critics  pick  up  and  extend  their 
insights,  a  new  area  of  tremendous  value  will  open  up  to 
literary  criticism. 


5. 
A  few  problems  raised  by  Miss  Bodkin's  work  and  psy- 
chological criticism  in  general  remain  to  be  discussed.  The 
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first  of  them  is  her  moral  and  religious  emphasis,  present 
in  Archetypal  Patterns  in  Poetry  but  not  obtrusive;  very 
obtrusive  in  her  only  other  book,  a  rather  disappointing 
pamphlet  published  in  1941  called  The  Quest  for  Salva- 
tion in  an  Ancient  and  a  Modern  Play.  In  it  Miss  Bodkin 
compares  the  Eumenides  of  ^schylus  and  T.  S.  Eliot's 
Family  Reunion,  principally  in  terms  of  their  different  sal- 
vations. Salvation  in  the  Eumenides,  she  finds,  is  collective 
and  historical,  with  Athena's  conversion  of  the  Erinyes, 
or  Furies,  into  the  Eumenides,  or  Fair-Minded  Ones,  and 
a  consequent  better  order  of  justice  for  the  community. 
Although  Eliot's  predicament  is  as  collective  as  ^schylus', 
Miss  Bodkin  maintains,  his  hero's  salvation  at  the  end  is 
entirely  individual  and  spiritual,  in  terms  of  new  personal 
relations  and  psychological  insight,  by  which  his  private 
"Furies"  are  pacified.  On  the  strength  of  this  comparison. 
Miss  Bodkin  explores  the  contrast  between  the  Athenian 
age  and  our  own  in  terms  of  morality,  justice,  and  peace. 
She  writes: 

Certainly  we  know  beforehand  that  the  poet  of 
today  cannot  write  in  such  mood  of  exultation  as 
seems  to  have  possessed  Athenians  of  the  time  of 
^schylus.  Their  poet  could  shape  his  drama  to  re- 
veal to  his  fellow  citizens  and  celebrate  with  them 
the  greatness  of  their  city's  achievement.  The  advance 
of  the  human  spirit  accomplished  by  Athens  leads  our 
thought  forward  today  to  the  greater  advance — con- 
ceived by  us  but  still  far  from  achievement — of  some 
tribunal,  or  centre  of  government,  that  should  replace 
violence  by  equity  between  nations  throughout  the 
world.  Had  we  succeeded  in  founding  an  institution 
that  could  tame  national  resentments,  as  resentments 
have  been  tamed  between  fellow  citizens,  some  myth 
of  divine  intervention  might  take  shape  for  us  in 
poetry  reflecting  our  collective  triumph.  But  at  this 
dark  hour  of  the  world's  fortunes,  if  poet  of  ours 
fashions  a  myth  of  achieved  deliverance,  it  is  indi- 
vidual and  spiritual  triumph  only  his  symbol  can  re- 
flect. 

In  The  Quest  for  Salvation  Miss  Bodkin  is  still  to  some 
extent  concerned  with  psychoanalytic  readings;  she  still 
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quotes  Freud  and  Jung  and  even  suggests  a  Furies  arche- 
type, the  energy  of  passion  fixed  in  an  evil  relationship 
but  capable  of  transformation  into  a  good  one.  In  line 
with  her  new  emphasis,  however,  her  chief  quoting  is  of 
assorted  mystic  doctrine,  including  that  of  John  Macmur- 
ray's  The  Structure  of  Religious  Experience,  Nicolai  Hart- 
man's  Ethics,  and  Whitehead's  concept  of  "causal  efficacy" 
in  Process  and  Reality.  From  Hartman  she  picks  up  the 
view  of  the  "super-aesthetic  function  of  poetry  in  giving 
concrete  unity  and  shape  to  'prospective  ethos' — ideals 
dawning  in  the  moral  consciousness  of  the  community," 
and  on  the  strength  of  it  confesses  that  her  pamphlet  is 
not  aesthetic^  study  but  super-aesthetic  study,  an  attempt  to 
explore  "certain  realities  of  our  common  life  through  the 
medium  of  the  poetry  of  these  plays."  Valuable  as  this 
may  prove  to  be  for  ethics,  religion,  or  international  law, 
it  seems  largely  the  abnegation  of  the  literary  critic's 
function. 

A  major  problem  raised  by  Miss  Bodkin's  use  of  Jungian 
archetypes  in  criticism  is  their  relation  to  folklore  and 
anthropology.  Her  debt  to  Frazer  is,  of  course,  obvious, 
and  an  unsigned  brief  review  of  Archetypal  Patterns  in  the 
London  Mercury  began  "under  the  pleasant  shadow  of 
Frazer's  Golden  Bough  .  .  ."  Miss  Bodkin  draws  heavily 
not  only  on  Frazer  and  on  such  later  anthropologists  as 
Emile  Durkheim,  G.  Elliot  Smith,  Robert  Briffault,  and 
Alexander  Goldenweiser,  but  specifically  on  the  anthro- 
pological students  of  ancient  art  and  religion:  Gilbert 
Murray,  Francis  Cornford,  Jane  Harrison,  R.  R.  Marett, 
and  Jessie  Weston.  She  makes  particular  use  of  Cornford, 
whose  "spiritual  power,"  derived  from  "the  collective  emo- 
tion and  activity  of  the  group,"  she  finds  an  anticipation 
of  Jung's  collective  unconscious,  just  as  she  finds  Murray 
anticipating  Jung's  archetypes  in  his  "situations  deeply 
implanted  in  the  memory  of  the  race,  stamped  as  it  were 
upon  our  physical  organism." 

Miss  Bodkin's  central  point  of  view  is  the  ritual  genesis 
of  art  associated  with  the  Cambridge  group,  and  when  she 
is  writing  most  rationally  and  farthest  from  Jung's  mystic 
concept  of  biological  memory,  she  recognizes  that  the 
transmission  of  her  archetypes  is  actually  a  ritual  one, 
writing:  "It  may  be  that  an  influence  of  this  kind  can  pass. 
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embodied  only  in  tradition — in  the  emotion  communi- 
cated, first  through  ritual  with  accompanying  myth  and 
legend,  then  on  through  poetry  preserving,  as  Virgil's  poem 
preserves,  the  influence  of  a  ritual."  In  an  appendix  to 
Archetypal  Patterns,  "Criticism  and  Primitive  Ritual," 
Miss  Bodkin  makes  explicit  her  belief  in  the  ritual  origins 
of  art  and  religion  and  defends  Eliot's  references  to  an- 
cient ritual  in  The  Waste  Land  against  criticism  by  Alec 
Brown,  finding  them  an  enhancement  of  the  magic  and 
beauty  of  the  poem  rather  than  scraps  of  pseudo-learning. 

There  is  a  necessary  and  inevitable  relationship  between 
the  genetic  study  of  folk  literature  in  terms  of  ritual  ori- 
gins and  the  functional  analysis  of  it  in  terms  of  psycho- 
logical and  social  needs  that  makes  Jung's  or  some  col- 
lective psychology  as  essential  to  folk  criticism  as  Frazer's 
anthropology.  Such  a  folk  critic  would  have  to  go  beyond 
Miss  Bodkin,  however,  in  rejecting  Freud's  and  Jung's  con- 
cept of  inherited  memory  and  treating  the  psychological 
need  for  these  ritual  patterns  as  having  been  re-created 
afresh  in  each  generation  by  cultural  conditioning,  as  she 
suggests  in  the  quotation  above.  Not  only  are  the  arche- 
typal patterns  the  basis  of  literature,  as  Miss  Bodkin  so 
excellently  shows,  but  at  least  for  our  own  time  literature 
is  one  of  the  great  disseminators  of  the  archetypal  pat- 
terns. 

Two  general  questions  raised  by  psychological  criticism 
remain.  The  first  is  the  problem,  new  to  our  own  day,  of 
criticizing  the  writer  who  has  himself  had  serious  acquaint- 
ance with  psychoanalytic  literature.  Frederick  J.  Hoffman, 
in  Freudianism  and  the  Literary  Mind,  raises  this  problem 
in  his  discussion  of  the  influence  of  Freud  on  writers  like 
Joyce,  Lawrence,  Mann,  and  Kafka;  William  York  Tindall, 
in  Forces  in  Modern  British  Literature,  discusses  it  in  con- 
nection with  Dylan  Thomas  and  his  followers;  and  Wer- 
tham  would  have  run  into  it  in  connection  with  Richard 
Wright  had  he  chosen  to  analyze  a  later  work  consciously 
using  psychoanalytic  discoveries,  like  The  Man  Who  Lived 
Underground.  When  Ernest  Jones  analyzed  the  CEdipus 
pattern  in  Hamlet,  he  could  safely  assume  that  Shakespeare 
had  not  read  about  the  (Edipus  complex  in  Freud  and  de- 
cided to  organize  his  work  around  it  for  greater  effective- 
ness, but  the  same  assumption  is  no  longer  possible  about 
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writers  like  Joyce  and  Mann.  In  his  two  essays  on  Freud, 
"Freud's  Position  in  the  History  of  Modern  Thought"  and 
the  eightieth-birthday  tribute  "Freud  and  the  Future," 
Mani;i  makes  it  clear  not  only  that  he  has  consciously 
written  formal  psychoanalytic  insights  into  his  novels,  but 
also  that  the  Joseph  tetralogy  was  specifically  inspired  by 
Freudian  writings.  In  the  case  of  such  writers  (and  there 
is  every  reason  to  assume  that  the  situation  is  now  perma- 
nently with  us)  the  critic  happily  dredging  up  a  psycho- 
analytic insight  from  a  work  is  somewhat  in  the  position 
of  a  man  finding  buried  treasure  at  Fort  Knox.  The  psy- 
choanalytic critic  can  still  assume  that  the  pattern  taken 
over  is  personally  meaningful,  since  a  writer  expresses  his 
basic  nee^s  as  clearly  in  formal  material  consciously 
chosen  as  ik  unconscious  material,  but  he  can  no  longer 
assume  thatW  revealing  it  he  is  making  any  substantial 
critical  contribution.  Some  of  the  effect  of  sad  inadequacy 
in  such  Freudian  criticisms  of  D.  H.  Lawrence  as  Horace 
Gregory's  Pilgrim  of  the  Apocalypse  undoubtedly  comes 
from  the  reader's  feehng  that  Lawrence  himself  could  do 
a  much  deeper  and  more  perceptive  psychoanalytical  criti- 
cism of  either  his  own  work  or  anyone  else's. 

Finally,  there  is  the  general  problem  of  the  possibilities 
and  future  of  psychoanalytic  criticism.  The  disappointing 
feature  of  the  Partisan  Review  controversy  on  the  subject, 
inspired  by  Dr.  Rosenzweig's  pathography  of  Henry  James, 
is  that  it  was  centered  almost  exclusively  on  the  problem 
of  art  and  neurosis,  one  of  the  questions  least  needing 
exploration  these  days.  Only  Robert  Gorham  Davis's  con- 
tribution, "Art  and  Anxiety,"  in  the  Summer  1945  issue, 
faced  the  major  problem  of  suggesting  what  psychoanalysis 
can  do  rather  than  defining  what  it  cannot  do.  In  a  few 
suggestive  hints  analyzing  the  Red  Ridinghood  story;  in 
a  call  for  joint  Freudian  and  Marxist  analyses,  unsimpli- 
fied  and  unvulgarized;  and  particularly  in  a  formulation  of 
the  field  for  psychoanalytic  criticism  in  the  study  of  how 
a  work  of  art  satisfies  unconscious  emotional  needs  (that 
is,  a  psychoanalytic  study  of  form),  Davis  sketched  out  the 
hopeful  direction. 

The  obvious  limitation  of  traditional  Freudian  literary 
analysis  is  that  only  one  study  can  be  written,  since  every 
additional  one  would  turn  out  to  say  the   same  thing. 


160  MAUD    BODKIN 

Ernest  Jones  could  do  a  beautiful  job  finding  the  under- 
lying CEdipus  complex  in  Hamlet,  but  had  he  gone  on  to 
analyze  Lear  or  A  Midsummer  Night's  Dream  or  the  Son- 
nets he  would  have  found  to  his  surprise  that  they  reflected 
Shakespeare's  CEdipus  complex  too,  and,  in  fact,  granting 
his  theories,  he  would  have  made  the  same  discovery  about 
any  other  work  of  art.  A  criticism  that  can  only  say,  how- 
ever ingeniously,  that  this  work  is  a  result  of  the  author's 
repressed  (Edipal  desires,  and  that  everybody  has  repressed 
CEdipal  desires,  turns  out  not  to  be  saying  very  much. 

Here  Maud  Bodkin's  Archetypal  Patterns  in  Poetry  is 
the  hope.  By  focusing,  not  on  the  neurosis  of  the  artist, 
not  on  the  complexes  concealed  beneath  the  work,  not  on 
the  art  as  a  disguised  fulfillment  of  repressed  wishes,  but 
on  how  a  work  of  art  is  emotionally  satisfying,  what  rela- 
tionship its  formal  structure  bears  to  the  basic  patterns 
and  symbols  of  our  psyches,  she  has  furnished  psychologi- 
cal criticism  with  endless  vistas.  What  does  this  poem  do, 
she  asks,  and  how  does  it  do  it?  These  are  the  traditional 
questions  of  criticism,  psychologies — psychoanalysis  per- 
haps more  than  any  other — offer  great  resources  in  an- 
swering them,  and  the  answers  will  be  as  different  as  the 
poems.  Let  it  be  said  to  the  credit  of  this  all  but  unknown 
woman  and  her  book  that  in  one  sense  she  performed  as 
essential  a  job  for  literary  criticism  as  Sigmund  Freud  did. 
He  turned  the  bhnding  light  of  science  on  the  depths  of 
the  human  unconscious;  she  showed  that  in  that  fierce 
glare  even  the  most  delicate  poem  need  not  wither  away. 


CHAPTER  6 


Caroline  Spurgeon 

and  Scholarship  in  Criticism 


Relations  between  scholarship  and  criticism  in  literature 
have  4iot  been  very  good  in  our  time.  To  the  critic,  the 
scholar  Is  an  academic  fuddy-duddy  whose  only  interest 
in  great  p^try  lies  in  counting  the  semicolons  it  contains. 
To  the  scholar,  the  critic  is  a  wild  man  who  compounds 
his  sweeping  judgments  about  literature  of  equal  parts  of 
ignorance  and  brashness.  Unfortunately  for  relations  be- 
tween the  two  fields,  both  charges  are  substantially  true: 
the  universities  are  full  of  fuddy-duddies  and  the  maga- 
zines of  wild  men.  Most  of  our  scholars  are  extremely 
deficient  in  imagination,  and  most  of  our  critics  equally 
deficient  in  information.  A  few  critics  of  our  day,  however, 
have  managed,  like  Ezra  Pound,  to  combine  practice  in 
their  brash  field  with  genuine  scholarship,  and  a  few 
scholars  have  managed  to  make  a  genuinely  imaginative 
contribution  to  criticism.  Prominent  among  the  latter  is 
Caroline  F.  E.  Spurgeon,  whose  death  in  1942  at  the  age 
of  seventy-four  brought  to  a  close  a  distinguished  career 
of  Shakespeare  and  Chaucer  study  extending  over  half  a 
century.  The  book  for  which  she  is  chiefly  noted,  Shake- 
speare's Imagery  and  What  It  Tells  Us,  was  published  al- 
most at  the  end  of  her  career,  in  1935,  but  in  a  sense  it 
represents  a  culmination  of  all  of  her  work. 

Miss  Spurgeon's  first  book  was  Mysticism  in  English 
Literature,  published  in  1913,  when  she  was  professor  of 
English  literature  at  the  University  of  London.  It  is  nei- 
ther very  scholarly  nor  very  critical.  In  the  guise  of  a 
survey  of  mystic  thought  in  English  poetry  and  prose,  it  is 
really  a  little  tract  for  mysticism.  Because  of  the  book's 
fundamental  bias,  Miss  Spurgeon  displays  a  brisk  uncon- 
cern with  aesthetic  standards,  and  is  capable  of  writing: 
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"it  has  ever  been  the  habit  of  the  EngUsh  race  to  clothe 
their  profoundest  thought  and  their  highest  aspiration  in 
poetic  form.  We  do  not  possess  a  Plato,  a  Kant  or  a  Des- 
cartes, but  we  have  Shakespeare  and  Wordsworth  and 
Browning."  She  seems  to  believe  literally  that  the  Song 
of  Solomon  was  written  as  an  allegory  in  erotic  imagery 
of  the  wooing  of  the  soul  by  God.  She  has  no  equipment 
for  distinguishing  the  mystic  experience  from  simple  hys- 
teria, and  her  account  of  the  experience  of  Dame  Julian, 
the  famous  mystic  of  the  fourteenth  century,  who  had 
visions  after  a  seven  days'  sickness  followed  by  six  hours 
of  what  seem  to  be  convulsions,  approves  the  whole  thing 
as  just  as  reasonable  a  way  as  any  other  of  getting  near 
to  God.  At  the  end  of  the  book  she  attempts  to  bolster 
up  mysticism  with  evidence  that  "the  last  word  in  science 
and  philosophy  tends  to  reinforce  and  even  to  explain  the 
mystic,"  but  her  last  word  turns  out  to  be  largely  Bergson. 
The  book  has  some  things  of  value,  particularly  a  com- 
pact chronological  sketch  of  mystical  thought  from  Plato 
on,  but  for  the  most  part  it  is  a  job  of  little  intellectual 
interest,  of  value  chiefly  to  literary  occultists. 

Miss  Spurgeon's  next  book.  Five  Hundred  Years  of 
Chaucer  Criticism  and  Allusion,  published  from  1908  to 
1924  in  six  parts  by  the  Chaucer  Society,  is  entirely  a 
work  of  scholarship  and  does  not  concern  us  here.  In  what 
will  probably  stand  as  the  definitive  compilation,  needing 
only  periodic  supplementation,  she  summarized  and  noted 
every  reference  to  Chaucer  from  1357  to  1900. 

Keats'  Shakespeare  in  1928  was  apparently  planned  as 
a  work  of  pure  scholarship,  like  the  Chaucer  compilation, 
but  the  book  actually  points  the  way  to  a  good  deal  more. 
In  August  1927  Miss  Spurgeon  had  been  informed  that 
Mr.  Joseph  Armour  in  Princeton  owned  Severn's  copy  of 
Shakespeare,  which  Keats  had  been  reading  in  Rome  and 
in  which  he  had  left  some  markings.  On  being  permitted 
to  inspect  it,  she  discovered  that  it  was  Keats's  own  copy 
of  Shakespeare's  plays,  which  he  had  read  and  reread  for 
the  last  three  and  a  half  years  of  his  life,  with  extensive 
scorings,  markings,  and  annotations,  and  that  its  existence 
was  absolutely  unknown  to  scholarship.  With  the  two  vol- 
umes of  Shakespeare  marked  by  Keats  in  the  Dilke  Col- 
lection at  Hampstead  (a  reprint  of  the  1623  folio  and  a 
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copy  of  the  Poems)  its  seven  volumes  formed  an  inval- 
uable record  of  the  precise  reaction  of  Keats  to  the  greater 
poet  who  had  so  much  influenced  him.  Keats'  Shakespeare, 
subtitled  A  Descriptive  Study  Based  on  New  Material,  is 
her  analysis  of  the  remarkable  find.  It  is  a  physically 
beautiful  book,  illustrated  with  a  great  many  facsimiles, 
reprinting  and  discussing  Keats's  markings  at  length. 

Miss  Spurgeon  arranges  her  book  in  three  sections:  the 
first  a  discussion  of  Keats's  markings  and  their  implica- 
tions; the  second  a  printing  of  passages  from  The  Tempest 
and  A  Midsummer  Night's  Dream  with  parallel  passages 
from  Endymion  to  illustrate  reminiscence  of  thought  or 
verbal  likeness;  and  the  last  a  reprint  of  all  the  markings 
in  the^five  most  marked  plays,  The  Tempest,  A  Midsum- 
mer NigpLt^  Dream,  Measure  for  Measure,  Antony  and 
Cleopatra,  and  Troilus  and  Cressida.  Thus  five  sevenths  of 
the  book  is  given  over  to  reprint  and  only  two  sevenths, 
or  about  fifty  pages,  to  commentary;  but  within  that  small 
confine  the  author  makes  a  number  of  perceptive  points. 
One  of  the  first  things  she  did,  an  idea  so  simple  it  would 
never  have  occurred  to  many  scholars  at  all,  was  to  cal- 
culate which  plays  Keats  had  read  most,  not  only  from 
the  markings  but  from  smudges  and  wear  of  the  paper, 
ranging  from  The  Tempest,  which  had  apparently  been 
lovingly  read  and  reread,  to  Troilus  and  Cressida,  which, 
having  been  read  and  marked  in  the  folio  reprint,  appar- 
ently had  not  been  read  at  all  in  the  Princeton  books. 

Her  subject-matter  being  the  transmutation  of  what  a 
poet  reads  into  what  he  writes.  Miss  Spurgeon  inevitably 
adopted  the  method  John  Livingston  Lowes  had  used  so 
successfully  in  his  study  of  the  same  problem  in  Coleridge, 
The  Road  to  Xanadu.  After  crediting  Lowes  with  a  "fas- 
cinating study"  in  his  "great  book,"  Miss  Spurgeon  goes 
on  to  use  his  method  frankly,  even  to  his  theories  of  imagi- 
native association,  as  when  she  notes  that  an  image  in 
Shakespeare  that  Keats  marked  and  did  not  use  was  prob- 
ably the  connecting  link  in  his  mind  between  two  passages, 
one  from  Shakespeare  and  one  from  Drayton,  reminis- 
cences of  which  ran  together  in  one  passage. 

The  chief  limitation  of  Keats'  Shakespeare  is  Miss  Spur- 
geon's  scholarly  conservatism.  Unwilling  to  go  into  the 
problem  of  Keats's  own  life  and  his  identification  with 
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Shakespeare,  she  makes  little  or  nothing  of  Keats's  furious 
reaction,  in  his  markings,  to  criticisms  of  Shakespeare  by 
Dr.  Johnson  and  Steevens,  quoted  as  footnotes  to  the 
plays  in  his  edition.  He  scratched  them  out  with  great 
scorings  and  curlicues,  and  wrote  in  comments  like  "Lo 
fool  again"  or  "Wilt  thou  ever  be  a  foul  mouthed  calum- 
nising  [sic]  knave?"  (which  Miss  Spurgeon  refers  to  as  his 
"humorous  impatience  and  scorn  of  Dr.  Johnson's  meas- 
ured and  matter  of  fact  criticism  of  the  plays").  She  fails 
to  note  that  many  of  Keats's  markings  in  The  Tempest 
seem  to  focus  on  Prospero  as  a  projection  of  Shake- 
speare's, a  kind  of  magician-playwright,  a  theory  of  our 
own  day  very  reasonable  in  Keats,  considering  his  known 
theory  that  Hamlet  was  an  expression  of  Shakespeare.  She 
has  no  critical  framework  in  the  book  for  making  a  dis- 
tinction between  a  Shakespeare  line  Keats  marked  as  major 
poetry  and  a  line  he  marked  for  personal,  trivial,  or  even 
sententious  reasons  (he  marked  quite  a  number  of  old 
saws,  as  a  matter  of  fact);  both  are  markings  in  her  sys- 
tem. Finally,  a  number  of  the  Shakespeare  reminiscences 
or  similarities  she  finds  in  Endymion  are,  to  put  it  simply, 
extremely  dubious. 

The  major  deficiency  of  the  book  comes  clear  from  a 
comparison  with  John  Middleton  Murry's  Keats  and 
Shakespeare,  A  Study  of  Keats'  Poetic  Life  from  1816  to 
1820,  which  was  published  in  1925,  before  Miss  Spurgeon 
discovered  Keats's  Shakespeare.  She  acknowledges  herself 
"deeply"  in  his  debt  for  a  "moving  and  convincing  nar- 
rative," but  makes  little  or  no  use  of  his  central  insight, 
that  Keats  was  not  only  overwhelmed  by  Shakespeare's 
genius  emotionally  and  closer  to  him  spiritually  than  any 
poet  chronologically  between  them,  but  that  he  was  also 
consciously  studying  Shakespeare  with  the  craft  eye  of  a 
prospective  playwright,  that,  in  fact,  aU  of  his  poems  after 
Endymion  are  explicit  preparations  for  the  dramas  he  did 
not  live  to  write.  Murry's  book,  on  the  other  hand,  is  be- 
fogged with  mysticism  and  metaphysical  religiosity  ("To 
know  a  work  of  literature  is  to  know  the  soul  of  the 
man  who  created  it"),  with  understanding  through  "soul- 
knowledge"  that  surpasses  that  obtained  by  the  "logical 
mind,"  and  it  culminates  in  the  rather  odd  idea  that  since 
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pure  poetry  is  a  God-inspired  revelation,  and  Keats  found 
his  revelation  through  Shakespeare,  Shakespeare  is  literally 
an  incarnation  of  God.  Nevertheless,  if  Keats's  Shake- 
speare had  been  available  to  Murry  when  he  wrote  his 
book,  he  would  probably  have  made  more  of  it  than  Miss 
Spurgeon  did,  since  inevitably  by  his  very  wildness  he 
sometimes  hits  on  far-fetched  truth.  The  ideal  combination 
would  be  a  critic  possessing  Murry's  imagination  without 
his  looniness  and  Miss  Spurgeon's  scholarship  without  her 
timidity,  but  no  such  paragon  has  yet  taclded  the  fasci- 
nating critical  problem  of  Keats's  relationship  to  Shake- 
speare. 

Miss  Spurgeon's  final  work,  the  study  of  Shakespeare's 
imagery^represents  a  much  more  definite  bursting  through 
of  the  narrpw  confines  of  scholarship,  although  still  not 
to  a  full  criiicism  in  depth.  Of  it  the  book  Shakespeare's 
Imagery  is  only  a  small  part.  From  at  least  as  far  back 
as  1927  she  was  engaged  in  classifying  and  studying  the 
seven  thousand  images  (by  which  she  meant  metaphors 
and  similes  rather  than  simple  visual  pictures)  in  Shake- 
speare's plays,  together  with  those  from  a  large  number 
of  plays  by  his  contemporaries.  In  1930  she  revealed  some 
of  her  work  in  a  lecture  before  the  Shakespeare  Associa- 
tion on  "Leading  Motives  in  the  Imagery  of  Shakespeare's 
Tragedies,"  and  in  1931  she  delivered  the  annual  Shake- 
speare Lecture  before  the  British  Academy  on  "Shake- 
speare's Iterative  Imagery,"  both  of  which,  with  some  re- 
vision, later  appeared  as  chapters  in  the  book.  Her  plan 
was  to  publish  three  books  based  on  her  study  of  the 
imagery:  the  first,  Shakespeare's  Imagery,  concerned  with 
Shakespeare's  personality  and  the  thematic  imagery  of  the 
plays;  the  second  to  deal  with  questions  of  authorship 
considered  in  the  light  of  her  new  evidence;  and  the  third 
to  investigate  the  background  of  Shakespeare's  mind  and 
the  experiential  sources  of  his  imagery.  She  hoped  in  addi- 
tion eventually  to  publish  her  tabulations  themselves,  for 
other  students  to  check  and  extend.  Her  death  cut  off  all 
of  these  books  but  the  first,  and  any  judgment  of  the 
limitations  of  her  mind  and  method  based  on  only  the 
single  volume  she  lived  to  finish  is  necessarily  tentative, 
if  not  outright  unfair. 
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2. 
Nevertheless,  a  close  look  at  the  achievements  and  inade- 
quacies of  Shakespeare's  Imagery  and  What  It  Tells  Us  is 
essential.  It  does  actually  tell  us  a  number  of  invaluable 
things.  First,  as  to  its  method:  Miss  Spurgeon  claimed, 
probably  rightly,  that  the  method  of  studying  a  writer  by 
the  classification  and  analysis  of  his  images,  as  distin- 
guished from  his  literal  references,  is  new  with  her  and 
"hitherto  untried."  Any  reader,  she  points  out,  is  aware 
of  certain  recurrent  symbolic  imagery  in  Shakespeare,  but 
only  a  detailed  classification  and  count  reveals  the  extent 
of  the  imagery-patterns.  Every  critic  who  had  studied 
Shakespeare  previously  had  made  haphazard  observations 
about  his  imagery:  Dryden  had  noted  the  extent  of  his 
images  drawn  from  nature,  Hazlitt  had  noted  that  Romeo 
and  Juliet  seems  to  center  on  images  of  vernal  beauty, 
Bradley  had  tabulated  thematic  imagery  in  several  of  the 
plays,  George  Rylands  and  Wilson  Knight  had  discussed 
a  number  of  the  associated  images,  Edmund  Blunden  had 
studied  the  imagery  of  Lear.  Some  of  Shakespeare's  re- 
lated imagery  is  so  obsessive  that  early  editors  noticed  it. 
The  most  famous  of  Shakespeare's  private  "clusters,"  the 
dog-fawning-melting-candy  association,  was  discovered  as 
early  as  1794  by  Walter  Whiter  in  his  Specimen  of  a  Com- 
mentary on  Shakespeare.  The  basis  of  Whiter's  method 
was  Locke's  doctrine  of  the  "association  of  ideas"  de- 
scribed in  the  Essay  on  the  Human  Understanding: 

Ideas,  that  in  themselves  are  not  at  all  of  kin, 
come  to  be  so  united  in  some  men's  minds,  that  it  is 
very  hard  to  separate  them;  they  always  keep  in 
company,  and  the  one  no  sooner  at  any  time  comes 
into  the  understanding,  but  its  associate  appears  with 
it;  and  if  they  are  more  than  two  which  are  thus 
united,  the  whole  gang  always  inseparable  shew 
themselves  together. 

Locke  distinguishes  this  "association"  of  seemingly  un- 
related ideas  from  what  he  calls  the  "train"  of  naturally 
related  ideas.  Whiter's  book  takes  over  these  concepts  and 
applies  them  to  Shakespeare.  He  writes: 
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I  define  therefore  the  power  of  this  association  over 
the  genius  of  the  poet  to  consist  in  supplying  him 
with'words  and  ideas  which  have  been  suggested  to 
the  mind  by  a  principal  of  union  unperceived  by  him- 
self, and  independent  of  the  subject  to  which  they 
are  applied. 

Later  Whiter  refers  to  "the  minute  and  even  ridiculous 
combinations,  which  have  been  imposed  on  the  mind  of 
the  poet,  and  which  are  able  to  deceive  and  control  the 
most  acute  and  powerful  understanding."  He  notes  the 
odd  association  between  "love"  and  "books,"  among  others, 
but  his-^great  triumph  is  the  comment  on  the  lines  from 
Antony  arwX^eopatra,  Act  IV,  Scene  xii  (as  emended  by 
Hanmer  in  17X4) : 

The  hearts 
That  spariieVd  me  at  heels,  to  whom  I  gave 
Their  wishes,  do  discandy,  melt  their  sweets 
On  blossoming  Ccesar. 

His  remarks  are  so  startling  an  anticipation  of  Miss  Spui 
geon's  method  (as  well  as  Lowes's)  as  to  require  reprinting 
He  writes: 

This  passage  and  the  succeeding  quotations  are  well 
worthy  of  the  reader's  attention — "No,  let  the  candied 
tongue  lick  absurd  pomp.  And  crook  the  pregnant 
hinges  of  the  knee  Where  thrift  may  follow  fawning''' 
— Hamlet,  III,  ii,  55;  "Will  these  moss'd  trees,  That 
have  outlived  the  eagle,  page  thy  heels,  And  skip 
where  thou  point'st  out?  will  the  cold  brook.  Can 
died  with  ice,  caudle  thy  morning  taste,"  etc. — Timon 
IV,  iii,  223;  "Why,  what  a  candy  deal  of  courtes} 
This  fawning  greyhound  then  did  proffer!" — I  Hen, 
IV:  I,  iii,  251.  These  passages  are  very  singular.  The 
curious  reader  will  observe  that  the  fawning  obse- 
quiousness of  an  animal,  or  an  attendant,  is  connected 
with  the  word  candy.  The  cause  of  this  strange  asso- 
ciation I  am  unable  to  discover;  though  the  reader 
must  know  but  little  of  the  human  mind — of  Shake- 
speare— or  even  of  the  ordinary  doctrine  of  chances, 
if  he  imagines  that  these  matters  were  in  four  pas- 
sages connected  by  accident.  When  the  reader  shall 
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be  convinced  respecting  the  truth  of  this  observation; 
his  curiosity  will  be  much  gratified  by  the  following 
lines  from  the  Tempest;  in  which  he  will  perceive  that 
the  same  association  still  occupied  the  mind  of  the 
Poet,  though  a  single  word  only  is  apparent,  which 
relates  to  one  portion  of  the  preceding  metaphor. 
''Seb.  But,  for  your  conscience?  Ant.  Ay,  sir;  where 
lies  that?  if  'twere  a  kibe,  'Twould  put  me  to  my  slip- 
per: but  I  feel  not  This  deity  in  my  bosom:  twenty 
consciences.  That  stand  'twixt  me  and  Milan,  candied 
be  they  And  melt  ere  they  molest!" — Tempest,  II,  i, 
275.  Surely  the  reader  cannot  doubt  but  that  the  in- 
troduction of  the  word  kybe  is  to  be  referred  to  the 
former  expressions,  "page  thy  heels," — "spaniel'd  me 
at  heels,''  though  it  is  applied  to  a  very  different 
metaphor.  Let  me  add,  that  the  quaintness  of  the 
imagery  is  an  argument  for  the  remoteness  of  the 
original. 

Miss  Spurgeon  does  not  credit  Whiter  nor  mention  any 
of  the  men  who  followed  his  lead,  remarking  only  that 
the  association  "has  been  noted  by  others."  She  is  able  to 
make  no  improvements  on  his  remarkable  anticipation  of 
her  work,  however,  other  than  adding  some  additional 
examples  from  Julius  Ccesar  that  had  already  been  added 
by  others,  and  furnishing  an  explanation  (equally  unorigi- 
nal) that  fails  to  explain  anything:  that  Shakespeare,  "who 
was  unusually  fastidious,"  hated  the  Elizabethan  habit  of 
tossing  sweets  to  dogs  during  meals  and  somehow  identi- 
fied it  with  another  thing  he  detested,  the  fawning  of 
insincere  friends. 

Although  the  superficiality  of  her  explanation  would 
seem  to  argue  against  it.  Miss  Spurgeon's  great  debt  in  the 
book,  one  that  she  was  almost  certainly  unconscious  of 
and  that  would  probably  have  shocked  her  had  she  been 
aware  of  it,  is  to  the  theories  of  Sigmund  Freud.  She  de- 
scribes her  basic  assumption  about  literary  self -revelation: 

In  the  case  of  a  poet,  I  suggest  it  is  chiefly  through 
his  images  that  he,  to  some  extent  unconsciously, 
"gives  himself  away."  He  may  be,  and  in  Shakes- 
peare's case  is,  almost  entirely  objective  in  his  dra- 
matic characters  and  their  views  and  opinions,  yet, 
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like  the  man  who  under  stress  of  emotion  will  show 
no  sign  of  it  in  eye  or  face,  but  will  reveal  it  in  some 
muscular  tension,  the  poet  unwittingly  lays  bare  his 
own  innermost  likes  and  dislikes,  observations  and  in- 
terests, associations  of  thought,  attitudes  of  mind  and 
beliefs,  in  and  through  the  images,  the  verbal  pictures 
he  draws  to  illuminate  something  quite  different  in  the 
speech  and  thought  of  his  characters. 

The  imagery  he  instinctively  uses  is  thus  a  revela- 
tion, largely  unconscious,  given  at  a  moment  of 
heightened  feeling,  of  the  furniture  of  his  mind,  the 
channels  of  his  thought,  the  qualities  of  things,  the  ob- 
jects and  incidents  he  observes  and  remembers,  and 
perhaps  most  significant  of  all,  those  which  he  does 
not  observe  or  remember. 

Althougn  Miss  Spurgeon  seems  much  more  at  home  with 
the  teri^  "unwittingly"  than  the  term  "unconsciously," 
which  she  uses  in  a  popular  sense,  her  statement  is  clearly 
post-Freudian.  It  must  assume  implicitly  some  such  theory 
as  his  of  mental  areas  below  consciousness  in  which  such 
material  is  stored,  some  structure  of  repression  or  censor- 
ship attempting  to  keep  it  there,  and  some  dynamic 
energy  in  it  that  sends  it  forth,  disguised  and  distorted,  to 
emerge  in  works  of  art,  dreams,  and  so  on.  One  of  Miss 
Spurgeon's  limitations,  in  fact,  is  that  she  was  not  con- 
sciously enough  Freudian,  not  able  to  recognize  the  sup- 
pression-expression conflict  underlying  the  imagery  she 
studied  and  carry  her  analysis  further.  Perhaps  the  third 
book  was  to  be  that  project,  but  it  is  more  likely  that,  to 
the  extent  that  she  recognized  it,  this  problem  was  one  of 
the  ones  she  left  for  the  "others"  who  were  to  use  and 
extend  her  work. 

Shakespeare's  Imagery  does  a  good  many  things  of  real 
value.  For  one  thing,  it  puts  in  a  clear,  even  visual  form  a 
number  of  fairly  abstruse  relationships.  This  is  done  by  a 
series  of  seven  invaluable  charts  on  graph  paper  at  the 
end  of  the  book,  showing  respectively:  the  range  and  sub- 
ject of  images  of  five  of  Shakespeare's  plays;  the  range 
and  subject  of  Marlowe's  images;  the  range  and  subject 
of  Bacon's  images;  "Daily  Life"  images  in  Shakespeare  and 
five  contemporary  dramatists;  the  range  and  subject  of  all 
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of  Shakespeare's  images;  the  dominating  images  in  King 
John  and  Henry  VIII;  and  the  dominating  images  in 
Hamlet  and  Troilus  and  Cressida.  Charts  I,  II,  III,  IV,  and 
V  effectively  demonstrate  the  uniqueness  of  Shakespeare's 
imagery  and  clearly  differentiate  from  the  work  of  his 
contemporaries;  and  Charts  III  and  V  may  actually  succeed 
in  laying  the  Baconian  theory  finally  to  rest,  with  their 
clear  visual  demonstration  that  the  same  man  could  not 
conceivably  have  written  the  published  work  of  Bacon  and 
the  body  of  plays  and  poems  most  of  us  call  Shakespeare's. 
The  last  two  charts  graph  all  the  plays:  the  first  for  bodily 
action  and  personification,  with  the  historical  plays,  partic- 
ularly King  John  and  Henry  VIII,  dominating  overwhelm- 
ingly; the  second  for  images  of  food-drink-cooking  and 
sickness-disease-medicine,  with  Troilus  and  Cressida  far 
ahead  on  the  first,  and  Hamlet  and  Coriolanus  leading  on 
the  second. 

In  terms  of  scholarly  problems,  the  book  solves  or  points 
at  a  solution  to  a  good  many  Shakespeare  controversies. 
Besides  laying  the  ghost  of  Bacon  to  rest  with  her  charts. 
Miss  Spurgeon  polishes  off  Bacon  as  a  Shakespeare  con- 
tender in  the  body  of  the  book,  while  granting  him  his 
due  as  a  great  imaginative  writer.  She  compares  his  obses- 
sive image,  the  majesty  of  light,  with  Shakespeare's  ob- 
sessive image,  the  garden,  noting  the  corollaries.  Bacon's 
poverty  of  nature  images,  and  Shakespeare's  general  lack 
of  concern  with  light,  at  least  as  a  symbol  of  majesty.  In 
addition  she  is  able  to  point  toward  the  solutions  to  a  num- 
ber of  specific  authorship  problems  in  regard  to  which 
plays  or  parts  of  plays  belong  in  the  canon  (although  this 
would  certainly  have  been  much  amplified  in  the  next 
volume).  On  the  strength  of  their  extensive  garden  im- 
agery, for  example,  she  argues  that  Shakespeare  must  have 
had  a  substantial  part  in  the  authorship  of  Henry  VI, 
Parts  1,  2,  and  3,  and  remarks:  ''Pericles  alone  of  the 
romances  has  no  sign  of  any  running  'motive'  or  continuity 
of  picture  or  thought  in  the  imagery,  a  fact  sufficient  in 
itself  to  throw  grave  doubts  on  its  authorship."  She  is  able 
to  suggest  a  number  of  reasonable  biographical  conjectures 
from  the  imagery:  that  some  personal  experience  with  the 
plague  in  1600  sharply  changed  Shakespeare's  reactions  to 
it  from  light  unconcern  before  to  horror  and  disgust  after; 
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that  although  the  frequency  of  Shakespeare's  references  to 
the  chase  have  led  commentators  to  assume  that  he  loved 
it  ("a  keen  sportsman,"  is  J.  Dover  Wilson's  phrase),  the 
imagevjy  of  the  chase  in  his  plays  always  reveals  Shake- 
speare's antagonism  to  and  revulsion  at  the  cruelty  and 
bloodshed.  She  is  even  able  to  confirm  chronology  from 
the  imagery  (in  the  next  book  she  might  have  gone  ahead 
to  correct  it),  and  notes,  for  example,  that  if  we  didn't 
know  that  Troilus  and  Cressida  and  Hamlet  were  written 
within  a  short  period  of  each  other,  it  would  be  obvious 
from  the  close  similarity  of  their  imagery. 

Besides  problems  of  pure  scholarship  Shakespeare's 
Imagery  makes  a  number  of  contributions  to  greater 
critical  understanding  and  appreciation.  The  first  part  of 
the  book,  called  "The  Revelation  of  the  Man,"  is  exactly 
that,  a  pursuit  of  Shakespeare's  mind  and  personality, 
as  distinguished  from  the  objective  details  of  his  life, 
through  nis  imagery.  The  most  exciting  section  is  the 
chapter  ^n  "Association  of  Ideas,"  reinforcing  Whiter's 
dog-fawning-candy  cluster  with  others.  The  most  fascinat- 
ing of  these,  penetrating  deeper  into  Shakespeare's  psyche 
than  traditional  scholarship  would  ever  be  likely  to  go,  is 
a  complicated  association  of  death,  cannon,  eyeball,  eye- 
socket  of  skull,  tears,  vault,  mouth  (sometimes  teeth), 
womb,  and  back  to  death  again.  It  appears  all  through  the 
plays,  it  is  obsessive,  and  any  one  of  the  terms  is  likely  to 
key  any  other  one,  no  matter  how  far-fetched  the  linkage, 
or  stand  surrogate  for  it.  Miss  Spurgeon  does  not  attempt 
to  explain  this  womb-death  association  or  relate  it  to  her 
earlier  discussion  of  Shakespeare's  Liebestod  obsession  with 
death  as  a  lover  or  bride,  but  it  is  so  evident  from  her 
explorations  that  the  reader  can  easily  make  the  linkage. 

The  second  half  of  the  book,  "The  Function  of  the 
Imagery  as  Background  and  Undertone  in  Shakespeare's 
Art,"  develops  and  establishes  the  important  fact  that 
almost  every  play  of  Shakespeare's  is  built  around  a  series 
of  recurrent  images  that  constitute  its  special  motif.  Thus 
Love's  Labour's  Lost  centers  on  war  and  weapons,  Hamlet 
on  images  of  sickness,  disease,  and  corruption,  Lear  on  the 
human  body  contorted  in  anguish.  Miss  Spurgeon  makes  it 
clear  that  these  are  not  the  surface  references  of  the  plays, 
but  something  much  deeper.  In  Timon  of  Athens,  for  ex- 
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ample,  which  talks  excessively  of  gold  (two  hundred  refer- 
ences), there  is  actually  only  one  image  drawn  from  gold; 
and  the  dominant  imagery  of  the  play  is  the  fawning  dog 
licking  melting  candy,  the  Whiter  cluster.  Miss  Spurgeon 
believes,  as  anyone  must  from  the  evidence,  that  these 
dominant  images  in  the  plays  were  probably  unconscious 
in  Shakespeare.  She  reasonably  enough  excepts  the  motif 
of  the  human  body  in  Coriolanus  as  a  "preconceived 
design,"  since  it  is  very  much  on  the  surface  of  the  play 
and  is  equally  the  motif,  as  the  metaphor  of  the  body 
politic,  in  Shakespeare's  source  for  the  play,  Plutarch's 
Life  of  Coriolanus. 

Miss  Spurgeon  does  not  attempt  to  investigate  the  factors 
in  Shakespeare  himself  that  find  expression  in  these  lead- 
ing motives,  but  that  again  may  be  something  she  left  for 
a  later  volume.  At  the  same  time  she  recognizes  that  im- 
agery can  give  a  sense  of  approval  or  revulsion  to  a  char- 
acter apparently  not  acquainted  for  by  the  text,  actually 
reversing  the  surface  attitude  (the  way  Macbeth's  grandeur 
is  constantly  built  up  in  the  references  and  belittled  in  the 
imagery);  can  give  a  cumulative  effect  of  emotion  or  ten- 
sion; and  can  reveal  the  temperament  and  character  of  the 
person  using  them  when  nothing  else  does.  It  would  thus 
be  both  an  unconscious  device  for  expressing  Shakespeare's 
deepest  attitudes  and  a  conscious  device  of  high  artistry  for 
deepening,  altering,  or  foreshadowing  effects.  Miss  Spur- 
geon at  one  time  or  another  analyzes  both  aspects  of  this 
duality  of  imagery,  but  it  would  need  a  work  far  deeper 
than  hers  to  draw  a  definitive  line  between  them  in  the 
plays  as  a  whole  or  in  any  given  image. 

Shakespeare's  Imagery  contains  a  number  of  obvious 
errors  and  deficiencies.  Miss  Spurgeon's  chief  fallacy, 
illustrated  on  page  after  page  of  the  book,  is  to  make  a  too 
simple  correspondence  between  imagery  and  the  play- 
wright's nature  or  experience.  If  Shakespeare  has  more 
riding  images  than  Marlowe,  and  Dekker  has  more  fishing 
images  than  Massinger,  then  Shakespeare  and  Dekker  were 
outdoor  types  and  Marlowe  and  Massinger  were  not.  it 
never  occurs  to  her  that  a  fishing  or  riding  image  might  be 
based,  not  on  an  obsessive  love  for  sport,  but  on  something 
fishing  or  riding  in  turn  symbolizes.   Since  Shakespeare 
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delights  in  imagery  of  swift  nimble  body  movements,  he 
must  have  been  "himself  as  agile  in  body  as  in  mind" 
(although,  noting  the  example  of  Renoir's  lush  healthy 
nudes  and  his  arthritis,  we  might  be  just  as  apt  to  deduce 
that  Shakespeare  was  hopelessly  crippled);  because  he 
uses  frequent  images  of  the  betraying  change  of  color  in 
the  face,  Miss  Spurgeon  "cannot  help  surmising  he  himself, 
like  Richard  II,  was  fair  and  flushed  easily";  "no  one  who 
was  not  himself  very  sensitive  to  the  tone  and  timbre  of 
the  human  voice  could  have  drawn  so  many  characters 
who  share  this  peculiarity  as  Shakespeare  has  done"  he 
must  have  had  a  garden  to  draw  so  many  images  from 
grafting  and  the  killing  effects  of  frost;  and  so  forth. 

The  general  assumptions  are  that  Shakespeare  must  have 
done  what  the  images  talk  about,  done  well  what  the  char- 
acters do  well,  and  even  thought  what  they  thought  (so  that 
despite  her  warning  against  crediting  Shakespeare  with  his 
protagonists'  ideas,  she  slips  into  reading  Hamlet  as  Shake- 
speare tori^  between  idealism  and  cynicism).  The  assump- 
tions parody  themselves  with  the  statement:  "By  1599, 
when  he  was  five  and  thirty,  Shakespeare  has  probably 
experienced  heartburn  as  a  result  of  acidity";  and  with  the 
fanciful  and  absurd  portrait  of  Shakespeare  the  man  Miss 
Spurgeon  summarizes  from  the  imagery: 

The  figure  of  Shakespeare  which  emerges  is  of  a 
compactly  well-built  man,  probably  on  the  slight  side, 
extraordinarily  well  coordinated,  lithe  and  nimble  of 
body,  quick  and  accurate  of  eye,  delighting  in  swift 
muscular  movement.  I  suggest  that  he  was  probably 
fair-skinned  and  of  a  fresh  colour,  which  in  youth 
came  and  went  easily,  revealing  his  feelings  and  emo- 
tions. All  his  senses  were  abnormally  acute,  especially 
— probably — those  of  hearing  and  taste. 

He  was  healthy  in  body  as  in  mind,  clean  and  fas- 
tidious in  his  habits,  very  sensitive  to  dirt  and  evil 
smells.  Apart  from  many  indirect  proofs  of  these 
facts  in  the  plays,  no  man  could  have  written  his 
images  on  sickness,  surfeit,  gluttony,  dirt  and  disease, 
who  had  not  naturally  a  strong  feeling  for  healthy 
living,  a  liking  for  fresh  air  and  "honest  water,"  and 
who  was  not  himself  clean,  temperate  and  healthy. 
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And  so  on  for  six  incredible  pages  about  his  quietness, 
love  for  the  country,  interest  in  homely  activities;  "sensitive- 
ness, balance,  courage,  humour  and  wholesomeness"; 
"Christ-like;  that  is,  gentle,  kindly,  honest,  brave  and  true"; 
in  short,  the  troop-leader  of  the  Stratford  boy  scouts. 

A  number  of  the  faults  of  Miss  Spurgeon's  book  seem  to 
be  accidental  neglects  or  omissions:  she  points  out  that 
Ben  Jonson  was  apprenticed  to  his  stepfather  as  a  brick- 
layer, but  neither  notices  nor  explains  that  her  chart  of 
his  imagery  reveals  that  he  and  Chapman  are  the  only 
playwrights  who  have  no  images  drawn  from  buildings; 
she  notes  that  Shakespeare  has  almost  no  images  drawn 
from  town  life  or  scenes,  but  makes  no  attempt  to  explain 
why  this  should  be  so  in  a  playwright  who  spent  most  of 
his  adult  life  in  London;  and  so  on.  Other  faults  seem 
to  be  definite  weaknesses  of  her  method.  One  obvious  one 
is  that  her  classification  of  images,  being  purely  subjective, 
is  bound  to  be  arbitrary  and  inconsistent:  on  page  36 
"alabaster  arms"  is  an  image  drawn  from  the  appearance 
of  a  substance,  "not  from  its  feel";  on  page  82  Desdemona's 
skin,  "smooth  as  monumental  alabaster,"  is  a  touch  image. 
A  much  deeper  and  more  basic  objection  to  her  method, 
raised  by  I.  A.  Richards  (without  mentioning  her  by  name) 
among  others,  is  that  "the  metaphors  are  being  sorted  in 
respect  to  one  only  of  the  pair  of  'ideas'  which  every 
metaphor,  at  its  simplest,  gives  us";  that  is,  that  all  the 
other  ambiguous  possibilities  of  Shakespeare's  "images" 
never  get  into  her  tabulation  at  all.  Her  comment  on  the 
"small  number"  of  theatrical  images,  for  example,  as  Sir 
E.  K.  Chambers  points  out  in  his  Shakespearean  Gleanings, 
is  absurd,  since  they  are  plentiful;  she  merely  indexed 
them  under  a'  reference  she  found  more  obvious.  Miss 
Spurgeon  admits  the  limitations  and  problems  of  her 
method  in  an  appendix  to  the  book  entitled  "Difficulties 
connected  with  the  counting  and  classifying  of  images," 
explaining  the  complications  she  encountered  in  tabulating, 
classifying,  and  cross-referencing  imagery.  This  may  serve 
to  explain  specific  errors,  or  even  the  general  slovenliness 
of  her  classifications,  but  it  is  hardly  an  adequate  answer 
to  the  charge,  raised  by  many  other  scholars  and  critics  as 
well  as  by  Chambers  and  Richards,  that  her  scheme  is 
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seriously  vitiated  from  the  start  by  too  narrow  a  concept  of 
the  nature  of  metaphor. 

The  greatest  limitation  in  Miss  Spurgeon's  method  is  not 
procedural  at  all,  but  her  inability  within  its  framework 
of  assumptions  to  follow  up  psychological  implications. 
When  Shakespeare  is  obsessed  with  a  river  in  a  number  of 
significant  contexts,  to  Jung  it  would  be  a  mythic  pattern, 
to  Freud  it  would  probably  symbolize  a  birth,  sex,  or 
excretory  flow,  but  to  Miss  Spurgeon  it  is  simply  "boy- 
hood memories  of  the  Avon  at  Stratford."  When  she 
points  out  that  the  running  metaphor  in  the  early  historical 
plays  is  "the  rash  and  untimely  cutting  or  lopping  of  fine 
trees,"  any  psychology  would  note  its  association  with  the 
figures  of  kings  and  interpret  it  as  the  destruction  of  au- 
thority or  a  father-symbol,  if  not  specifically  castration; 
Miss  Sburgeon  interprets  it  as  an  interest  in  orchards.  Psy- 
chology \would  not  deny  her  Avon  or  orchard  readings;  it 
would  simply  begin  from  there.  A  Freudian  would  inter- 
pret he^  leading  motif  in  each  play  as  a  key  experiential 
symbol  in  Shakespeare's  own  psyche,  a  Jungian  would  read 
it  as  an  archetypal  pattern,  a  gestaltist  would  see  it  as  the 
essential  configuration  of  the  experience,  and  so  on;  but 
Miss  Spurgeon  is  able  to  see  it  as  nothing  but  a  subject  that 
Shakespeare  just  happened  to  be  thinking  about  at  the 
time. 

Almost  all  critical  writing  on  Shakespeare  since  1935  has 
taken  advantage  of  Miss  Spurgeon's  researches,  but  very 
little  of  it  used  her  work  for  the  serious  imaginative  con- 
structions it  demands  until  the  publication  of  Edward  A. 
Armstrong's  Shakespeare's  Imagination  in  England  in 
1946.  This  amazing  little  book,  subtitled  A  Study  of  the 
Psychology  of  Association  and  Inspiration,  is  not  so  much 
an  extension  of  Miss  Spurgeon's  researches  as  an  extension 
of  her  method  itself,  along  with  Knight's  and  Lowes's 
techniques  (as  well  as  a  heavy  reliance  on  E.  M.  W.  Till- 
yard  and  his  Elizabethan  World  Picture),  to  develop  a 
"cluster  criticism"  as  original  as  it  is  invaluable,  and  to 
test  it  on  Shakespeare.  Armstrong  is  apparently  a  Cam- 
bridge ornithologist  (his  three  previous  books  have  been 
Birds  of  the  Grey  Wind,  The  Way  Birds  Live,  and  Bird 
Display:  An  Introduction  to  the  Study  of  Bird  Psychology) 
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as  well  as  an  entomolgist,  psychologist,  folklorist,  Shake- 
speare scholar,  and  skilled  literary  critic.  This  book 
focuses  all  his  fields  at  once.  Armstrong  starts  from  Shake- 
speare's bird  and  insect  imagery,  follows  their  clusters  of 
association  through  the  plays,  discovers  the  principles, 
polarities,  and  habits  of  mind  underlying  Shakespeare's 
association  of  images,  along  with  a  basis  for  predicting 
the  development  of  associations;  and  concludes  with  (1) 
a  new  technique  for  solving  problems  of  Shakespeare 
scholarship,  (2)  a  theory  of  the  workings  of  the  creative 
process  in  general,  and  (3)  one  of  the  most  stimulating 
and  delightful  surveys  of  Shakespeare's  mind  and  work  yet 
written. 

Armstrong  is  greatly  indebted  to  Miss  Spurgeon  for  her 
basic  concepts  of  "imagery"  and  "cluster,"  as  well  as  for 
her  specific  discoveries  of  a  number  of  relationships, 
associations,  and  clusters,  and  many  of  her  tabulations  and 
conclusions.  In  almost  every  case,  however,  he  goes  beyond 
her  work,  refuting  her  oversimple  dichotomies,  explaining 
what  she  fails  to  explain  (like  the  death-eye-socket-mouth- 
vault-womb-etc.  cluster,  which  he  interprets  convincingly 
as  a  chain  of  "hollow"  symbols  between  birth  and  death), 
correcting  her  distortions,  amplifying  her  illustrations  and 
examples,  extending  her  "dominant,  running  or  reiterative" 
imagery  with  a  more  significant  type  he  calls  "thematic," 
criticizing  the  limitations  of  her  system  of  classification  in 
terms  similar  to  Richards's  strictures.  (In  only  one  case 
does  he  fall  down  significantly:  his  only  explanation  for 
the  Whiter  cluster  is  "Probably  Dr.  Caroline  Spurgeon 
was  right.") 

In  the  course  of  correcting  Miss  Spurgeon's  faults  or 
going  beyond  her,  Armstrong  does  a  number  of  invaluable 
things.  He  uses  a  great  deal  of  formal  psychology,  from 
Freud  and  Jung  (somewhat  unhappily)  to  conclusions 
derived  from  prefrontal  lobotomy,  and  insists  on  the  mod- 
em psychological  concept  of  the  mind  as  an  organic  system, 
operating  dynamically.  He  is  aware  of  the  ritual  origins 
of  drama  and  the  significance  for  Shakespeare  study  of 
the  researches  of  Jane  Harrison  and  her  group.  He  deals 
explicitly  with  the  ambiguous  and  ambivalent  possibiHties 
of  imagery  and  association,  and  insists  that  Shakespeare's 
images   tend   to   derive   from   sound-correspondence   and 
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personal  or  traditional  symbolism,  rather  than  from  ob- 
servation and  literal  "experience."  He  is  excellent  on  the 
applications  of  his  "cluster  criticism"  to  scholarly  prob- 
lems (here  following  Miss  Spurgeon's  leads),  proving  that 
Shakespeare  had  Hamlet  say  "handsaw"  rather  than 
"hernshaw"  or  any  other  bird,  proving  the  authenticity 
of  the  disputed  epilogue  to  Troilus  and  Cressida,  and  sug- 
gesting that  more  work  with  his  method  could  check  the 
chronology  of  the  plays  and,  on  his  basic  assumption  that 
"no  two  poets  employ  the  same  image  clusters,"  establish 
that  the  plays  are  the  work  of  one  man,  refute  all  con- 
tenders other  than  Shakespeare,  and  determine  the  author- 
ship of  disputed  passages  or  plays.  Finally,  Armstrong's 
four  elaborate  tables  of  key  image  clusters,  the  kite,  the 
beetle,  the  drone  and  weasel,  and  the  goose,  are,  if  possible, 
even  more  exciting  and  useful  than  Miss  Spurgeon's  graphs. 
These  substantial  achievements  far  outweigh  the  book's 
defects.  Stylistically  the  defects  include  an  awful  archness 
in  referring  to  the  imagination  ("an  unrecognized  sprite," 
"artful  sublimal  goblin,"  etc.)  and  an  annoying,  often 
comic,  scientific  pomposity  ("I  have  used  the  term  'ver- 
min' to  include  the  various  creatures  which  sting  and  bite, 
as  'insect'  would  not  include  the  sheep  tick").  Sometimes 
Armstrong  falls  down  on  his  own  principles  and  tries  to 
use  his  clusters  to  answer  questions  about  Shakespeare's 
private  observation,  experience,  life,  or  personality  (did 
some  death-bed  scene  impress  his  mind,  did  he  dislike 
dogs,  did  he  ever  steal  deer  or  violets,  did  he  suffer  more 
from  fleas  or  lice,  did  the  Dark  Lady  use  heavy  make-up, 
did  he  ever  catch  the  pox?),  but  generally  Armstrong  re- 
covers and  admits  sadly  that  we  cannot  know,  that  personal 
investigation  through  clusters  is  at  best  "precarious"  and 
that  those  who  want  evidence  of  "the  poet's  amours"  or 
the  characteristics  of  his  mistress  "must  look  elsewhere." 
Finally,  the  second  half  of  the  book,  a  generalized  study  of 
"The  Psychology  of  Imagination"  on  the  basis  of  the 
earlier  exploration  of  Shakespeare's  imagery,  is  very  much 
inferior  to  the  first  half,  chiefly  as  a  result  of  inadequate 
psychology.  Armstrong  spends  a  good  deal  of  his  time 
quarreling  pointlessly  with  Freud,  and  positively,  seems 
unacquainted  with  the  only  psychology  adequate  to  the 
picture  of  the  mind  his  evidence  constantly  suggests  (spe- 
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cifically,  the  Gestalt)  and  is  consequently  forced  to  rely 
on  the  fragmentary  insights  of  MacCurdy,  F.  C.  Bartlett, 
McDougall,  Rivers,  and  others. 

Although  no  one  else  has  attempted  the  detailed  exten- 
sion of  Miss  Spurgeon's  work  it  deserves,  almost  all  the 
serious  critics  w^ho  have  used  it  over  the  past  decade  have 
attempted  to  augment  it  or  transcend  its  limitations  in  some 
fashion.  In  Attitudes  toward  History  (1937)  Kenneth 
Burke  discusses,  under  "Clusters,"  the  possibilities  she 
raises  of  charting  any  author's  clusters  "to  get  our  clues 
as  to  the  important  ingredients  subsumed  in  'symbolic 
mergers'  ";  and  under  "Imagery"  (after  praising  the  book 
as  "usable"  and  discussing  its  suggestive  possibilities  at 
some  length),  attempts,  from  some  of  Miss  Spurgeon's  data, 
to  plot  the  "curve"  of  Shakespeare's  writings  in  relation  to 
the  curve  of  historical  processes  in  his  day.  In  The  Philoso- 
phy of  Literary  Form  (1941)  Burke  praises  Shakespeare's 
Imagery  as  one  of  "the  three  most  fertile  works  on  litera- 
ture since  The  Sacred  Wood"  (the  other  two  are  volumes 
by  Richards  and  Empson),  at  the  same  time  suggesting  a 
further  dimension  her  method  lacks,  the  addition  of  qual- 
itative criteria,  based  on  significance,  to  her  purely  quan- 
titative criteria  for  imagery;  that  is,  special  weighting  for 
imagery  that  appears  at  such  key  spots  in  the  work  as 
opening,  peripety,  or  closing. 

In  1942,  in  Shakespeare  and  the  Nature  of  Man,  The- 
odore Spencer  made  frequent  use  of  Miss  Spurgeon's  in- 
sights, while  proposing  another  sort  of  extension,  a 
dynamic  rather  than  static  treatment,  which  not  only 
would  note,  as  she  does,  that  Hamlet  contains  more 
disease  images  than  any  other  play,  but  would  find  it 
particularly  significant  that  they  build  up  to  a  climax,  that 
eighty-five  per  cent  of  them  occur  after  the  middle  of  the 
play.  In  1943,  in  "The  Altar  of  Henry  James"  in  the  New 
Republic,  William  Troy  proposed  the  use  of  her  methods 
in  another  area,  the  later  novels  of  Henry  James;  and  in 
Folktale,  Fiction  and  Saga  in  the  Homeric  Epics  (1946), 
Rhys  Carpenter  paid  tribute  to  her  method  and  proposed 
its  application  to  Greek  epic.  Miss  Spurgeon's  work  has 
also  been  used  and  extended  by  Marxist  critics.  In  the 
Modern  Quarterly  Miscellany  No.  1  (1947),  for  example, 
in  an  article  entitled  ''Timon  of  Athens  and  the  Cash- 
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Nexus,"  Kenneth  Muir  uses  some  of  her  material  on 
Timon,  while  proposing  a  broadened  concept  of  "image" 
to ,  include  such  non-metaphoric  symbolism  as  that  of 
"gold"  in  the  play.  Finally,  also  in  1947,  Cleanth  Brooks, 
in  The  Well  Wrought  Urn,  took  her  discovery  and  tabula- 
tion of  the  master-image  of  the  "ill-fitting  garment"  in 
Macbeth  as  the  starting-point  for  an  analysis  of  the  sym- 
bolic structure  of  the  play  of  far  greater  depth  and  subtlety 
than  anything  in  Miss  Spurgeon's  system.  He  continually 
acknowledges  her  discoveries  and  the  material  "which  Miss 
Spurgeon  has  collected  for  us,"  while  at  the  same  time 
pushing  beyond  her,  and  his  references  all  have  that  am- 
bivalence: "one  has  to  observe  that  Miss  Spurgeon  has 
hardly  explored  the  full  implications  of  her  discovery," 
"she  ha!s  realized  only  a  part  of  the  potentialities,"  "if  we 
free  ourselves  of  Miss  Spurgeon's  rather  mechanical  scheme 
of  clas^fication,"  "though  Miss  Spurgeon  does  not  include 
the  passage  in  her  examples,"  "though  Miss  Spurgeon  does 
not  note  it,"  "since  the  governing  scheme  of  her  book 
would  have  hardly  allowed  her  to  see  it,"  and  so  on. 

In  all  of  these  extensions  and  modifications  of  her  work 
we  can  see  both  the  limitations  and  the  importance  of 
Caroline  Spurgeon.  She  herself  did  not  venture  very  far, 
or  cover  even  that  distance  very  well.  But  with  a  wider 
concept  of  the  nature  of  metaphor  and  symbolism,  a  better 
system  of  plural  classification,  a  deeper  psychological 
understanding  of  the  workings  of  the  mind,  fuller  and 
more  careful  evidence,  new  qualitative  and  dynamic 
dimensions,  new  works  to  explore,  and  far  greater  imagina- 
tive power,  some  of  the  subtlest  and  most  important  criti- 
cism of  our  day  has  been,  and  will  increasingly  be,  enabled 
to  venture  far  indeed  because  of  her  work. 


3. 
The  tradition  of  literary  scholarship  in  which  Miss  Spur- 
geon works  is  both  very  extensive  and  not  much  to  our 
purpose  here.  Its  subdivisions  are  endless,  and  within  any 
given  sub-sub-subdivision  a  scholar  can  live  out  his  years 
in  productive  content.  It  is  the  business  of  the  scholar  to 
produce  an  accurate  text  from  a  welter  of  corruptions, 
emendations,  manuscript  illegibilities,  and  even  lacunae;  to 
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annotate  a  text  in  reference  to  its  sources,  its  obscure 
meanings,  its  analogues,  available  historical  records,  and 
any  other  criteria  that  seem  important;  to  equip  the  reader 
with  an  accurate  biography  of  the  writer,  literary  history 
in  which  his  work  is  related  to  a  context,  and  compara- 
tive study  in  which  his  work  and  context  are  discussed  in 
terms  of  other  work  and  contexts;  and  finally  to  prepare 
the  endless  paraphernalia  of  learning,  the  bibliographies, 
chronologies,  concordances,  word-counts,  studies  or  theses 
clearing  up  individual  points,  new  editions,  translations, 
compilations,  variorum  or  multiple-text  editions,  handbooks, 
anthologies,  textbooks,  and  the  rest. 

The  most  distinguished  and  extensive  scholarship,  for 
obvious  reasons,  has  been  inspired  by  the  most  important 
works  of  literature,  specifically  the  Bible,  Homer,  and 
Shakespeare.  With  the  miracles  of  Biblical  and  Semitic 
scholarship,  chiefly  the  so-called  "higher  criticism,"  which 
has  largely  succeeded  in  unraveling  the  innumerable  docu- 
ments, revisions,  and  editings  that  go  to  make  up  our 
Sacred  Books,  and  the  only  slightly  less  miraculous  feats  of 
Homeric  and  Greek  scholarship  that  have  done  a  com- 
parable job  in  identifying  the  medley  of  fragments  and 
incrustations  we  know  as  Homer,  we  need  not  concern 
ourselves  here.  A  very  brief  glance  at  a  few  aspects  of 
Shakespeare  scholarship,  the  specific  tradition  in  which  Miss 
Spurgeon  worked,  however,  should  be  in  order. 

The  special  problems  of  Shakespeare  scholarship  arose 
from  the  absence  of  any  of  Shakespeare's  manuscripts  or 
any  authoritative  text  known  to  be  corrected  by  him.  The 
plays  were  printed  one  by  one  in  njiscellaneous  quartos, 
some  of  them  "stolne,  and  surreptitious,"  some  of  them 
printed  several  times  from  different  sources,  before  the 
plays  thought  to  be  by  Shakespeare  were  officially  collected 
in  the  first  folio  of  1623,  so  that  in  a  number  of  cases, 
notably  Hamlet,  there  are  three  ostensibly  independent 
texts — two  quartos  and  the  folio — in  which  it  is  still  pos- 
sible for  all  three  readings  at  any  given  point  to  be  wrong. 
During  the  seventeenth  century,  along  with  more  quartos, 
three  more  folios  were  issued,  in  1632,  1664,  and  1685, 
each  one  correcting  some  of  the  previous  errors.  In  the 
eighteenth  century  the  great  Shakespeare  editors,  among 
them  Rowe,  Pope,  Theobald,  Hanmer,  Warburton,   and 
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Dr.  Johnson,  issued  critical  editions  culminating  in  the 
brilliant  and  learned  texts  of  George  Steevens  and  Edward 
Malone.  These  editors  saw  their  function  as  correcting  what 
they  took  to  be  misprints  in  previous  texts  (although  fre- 
quently they  merely  altered  them  to  new  misprints), 
defending  their  corrections  against  opposition,  and  inter- 
preting and  annotating  obscure  or  debated  passages.  The 
first  variorum  text,  containing  the  readings  of  more  than 
one  authority,  was  issued  in  1773,  and  through  the  next 
century,  as  scholars  lost  the  conviction  that  all  of  the  tex- 
tual problems  of  Shakespeare  were  finally  soluble  and  that 
there  would  eventually  be  one  definitive  text,  variorum 
editions  continued  to  be  issued.  The  culmination  of  Shake- 
speare scholarship  in  our  own  century,  as  well  as  the 
history  of  it,  can  be  found  in  the  modem  variorum  edi- 
tions, which  for  many  years  have  been  issued  in  America, 
^most  as  the  private  preserve  of  the  elder  and  younger 
Horace  Howard  Furness.  The  contents  of  one  is  worth 
noting. 

The  Variorum  Edition  of  Antony  and  Cleopatra,  al- 
though substantially  shorter  than  that  of  Hamlet  or  The 
Sonnets  (because  of  the  greater  amount  of  comment  they 
have  elicited),  is  fairly  typical.  Edited  by  the  elder  Furness 
in  1907,  the  book  includes  an  introductory  preface  about 
the  play;  the  exact  text  as  it  appeared  in  the  first  folio, 
covering  375  pages,  a  few  lines  on  a  page;  below  the  text, 
on  each  page,  all  later  variant  readings,  and  below  that 
their  authors'  explanations  and  defenses  of  them,  with 
interpretations  of  the  passage.  The  Appendix,  which  covers 
more  than  two  hundred  additional  pages,  includes  a  com- 
pilation and  discussion  of  all  serious  opinions  on  the 
play's  date  of  composition;  an  account  of  the  duration  of 
action  in  the  play;  a  transcript  of  every  passage  from 
North's  Plutarch  on  which  Shakespeare  drew,  keyed  to  the 
line  of  the  play;  the  whole  of  Dryden's  All  For  Love,  a 
later  play  on  the  same  theme,  with  a  compilation  of  re- 
marks on  it;  thirty  pages  of  selected  criticism  of  Shake- 
speare's play  and  its  characters  by  English,  German,  and 
French  commentators;  seventy-five  pages  devoted  to  sum- 
marizing and  quoting  extensively  from  all  other  dramatic 
versions  of  the  story;  an  account  of  the  various  acting 
versions,  actors,  and  performances  of  Shakespeare's  play; 
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an  account  of  all  the  costumes  and  settings  it  has  had;  a 
list  of  all  the  emendations  of  the  folio  adopted  in  the  rela- 
tively definitive  Cambridge  Edition;  a  list  of  all  the  editions 
collated  in  the  Variorum;  a  list  of  all  the  books  quoted; 
and  an  extensive  index.  As  can  be  seen,  any  student  of  a 
Shakespeare  play  armed  with  a  modern  variorum  edition 
and  a  concordance  to  Shakespeare  would  be  far  better 
equipped  than  were  two  centuries  of  Shakespeare  scholars. 

The  Variorum  Antony  and  Cleopatra  illustrates  the  best 
as  well  as  the  worst  features  of  Shakespeare  scholarship. 
At  its  best  it  is  a  brilliant  flash  of  insight  that  is  then  un- 
questionable ever  afterwards,  like  Manner's  emendation 
in  1744  of  "spaniel'd"  for  "pannelled"  in  "The  hearts  That 
pannelled  me  at  heeles"  (a  reading  almost  as  fine  as  the 
great  classic  of  Shakespeare  emendation,  Theobald's  sub- 
stitution, in  the  description  of  Falstaff's  death  in  Henry  V, 
of  "for  his  nose  was  as  sharp  as  a  pen,  and  a'  babbled  of 
green  fields"  for  the  meaningless  "for  his  Nose  was  as 
sharpe  as  a  Pen,  and  a  Table  of  greene  fields").  At  its 
worst  it  is  Heath  explaining  the  mysterious  lines  "So  many 
Mer-maides  tended  her  i'th'eyes.  And  made  their  bends 
adornings"  as  "these  seeming  nereids  were  employed  in 
adjusting  Cleopatra's  eye-brows,  as  often  as  they  happened 
to  be  discomposed  by  the  fanning  of  the  boys,  or  any  other 
accident."  At  its  most  pointless  it  is  Theobald  and  all 
subsequent  editors  changing  "For  his  Bounty,  There  was 
no  winter  in't.  An  Anthony  it  was"  to  "an  autumn  it  was," 
when  "an  Anthony"  is  perfectly  satisfactory,  is  supported 
by  Cleopatra's  earlier  "Oh,  my  oblivion  is  a  very  Anthony!" 
and  is  far  more  expressive  poetically. 

In  the  last  example  we  come  to  the  gravest  charge 
raised  against  Shakespeare  scholars,  that  for  the  most  part 
they  do  not  tend  to  be  very  poetic  men.  William  Empson 
has  made  this  charge  most  effectively  in  Seven  Types  of 
Ambiguity,  in  the  brilliant  and  ingenious  theory  that  what 
Shakespeare  editors  tend  to  do  is  unwrite  the  play,  work- 
ing a  Shakespearian  ambiguity  back  to  the  simple  one- 
meaning  word  with  which  he  started  and  which  he  then 
enriched.  He  gives  a  number  of  examples,  typical  of  which 
are  the  lines:  "My  way  of  life  is  falne  into  the  Scare,  the 
yellow  Leafe,"  amended  by  Johnson  (a  very  poetic  man, 
but  in  a  prosy  century)  to  "May  of  life."  Johnson's  emen- 
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dation,  Empson  writes  ironically,  "seems  to  me  a  valuable 
piece  of  retrospective  analysis,  because  it  shows  how  the 
poetry  was  constructed;  first,  there  would  be  an  orderly 
framework  of  metaphor,  then  any  enrichment  of  the  notion 
which  kept  to  the  same  verbal  framework  and  was  sug- 
gested easily  by  similarity  of  sound."  And  so  on,  through 
a  damning  number  of  emendations  Empson  would  re- 
emend  back  to  the  original. 

W.  W.  Greg,  in  his  brilliant  "Principles  of  Emendation 
in  Shakespeare,"  the  Shakespeare  Lecture  of  the  British 
Academy  for  1928,  defines  the  nature  of  the  problem 
and  the  rules  it  imposes,  making  them  seem  as  fascinating 
and  internally  consistent  as  the  rules  of  chess.  He  pleads 
for  far  greater  conservatism  in  editing  Shakespeare,  using 
as  one  of  his  examples  Dowden's  charge  that  in  amending 

lonius's  "I'll  silence  me  even  here"  as  he  hides  behind 
the\,  arras,  to  "I'll  sconce  me  here,"  Hanmer  managed  to 
depHve  Shakespeare  of  one  of  his  great  dramatic  ironies, 
Polonius's  inability  to  keep  silent  under  any  circumstances 
except  the  death  that  inability  brought  on.  Greg's  lecture, 
which  is  the  best  concise  and  understandable  statement  I 
know  of  the  whole  problem  of  Shakespeare  texts,  is  wel- 
come evidence  that  the  Shakespeare  editors  of  our  time 
may  be  in  the  process  of  coming  around  to  Empson's  view. 
After  three  centuries  of  turning  Shakespeare's  "Arme- 
gaunt  Steede"  into  "arm-girt,"  "termagant,"  "arrogant," 
"merchant,"  "ardent,"  "arme-g'raunt,"  "barbed,"  and  "arm- 
zoned,"  we  shall  perhaps  have  a  breeed  of  editors  prepared 
to  leave  it  "arm-gaunt." 

Besides  the  history,  textual  scholarship  and  interpreta- 
tion, compilation  of  sources  and  other  material  that  have 
gone  into  the  variorum,  Shakespeare  scholars  have  devoted 
themselves  to  compiling  concordances  and  chronologies, 
checking  Elizabethan  handwriting  and  legal  papers,  writing 
biographies  of  the  master  (almost  entirely  conjectural), 
and,  a  new  emphasis  in  recent  times,  under  the  influence 
of  the  discoveries  of  Sir  Edmund  Chambers  and  others, 
analyzing  him  in  terms  of  the  theater  and  production  prob- 
lems now  and  then.^  The  greatest  body  of  Shakespeare 

^  An  authoritative  list  of  twenty-six  major  divisions  of  Shakespeare 
scholarship,  for  those  vi'hose  interest  may  be  stimulated  by  this  super- 
ficial account,  can  be  found  on  the  first  page  of  }.  Isaacs's  excellent 
essay  on  the  subject  in  A  Companion  to  Shakespeare  Studies. 
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scholarship,  however,  has  manifested  itself  in  critical 
interpretation  of  the  plays  and  characters  (the  latter  a  great 
sport  of  the  nineteenth  century)  and  in  theorizing  about 
his  views,  ideas,  topical  references,  and  so  on.  At  its  best 
this  scholarly  criticism  has  resulted  in  the  brilliant  analytic 
work  of  men  like  Edward  Dowden  and  A.  C.  Bradley;  at 
its  worst  it  is  typified  by  the  Hamlet  theories:  Mercade's 
that  the  play  is  an  allegorical  philosophy  of  history,  with 
Hamlet  as  the  Spirit  of  Truth-Seeking  and  Ophelia  as  the 
Church;  Lilian  Winstanley's  that  it  is  about  the  Scottish 
succession;  John  Dover  Wilson's  that  it  is  about  the  con- 
spiracy of  Essex;  others  that  Hamlet  was  a  woman  in  love 
with  Horatio,  or  a  wicked  young  man  faking  the  ghost, 
and  so  on  endlessly. 

Dover  Wilson  is  a  typical  case;  an  intelligent  and  con- 
servative textual  critic,  one  of  the  editors  of  the  valu- 
able (sometimes  weird)  new  Cambridge  edition,  who 
has  been  one  of  those  to  make  an  exhaustive  study 
of  Elizabethan  handwriting  as  a  basis  for  reconstructing 
Shakespeare's  manuscripts  through  compositers'  misread- 
ings,  he  frequently  goes  wild  when  he  gets  to  critical  inter- 
pretation, and  relies  on  no  evidence  more  objective  than 
his  own  pipe  dreams.  Theories  like  the  conjecture  in  The 
Essential  Shakespeare  that  the  great  last  poems  Shakespeare 
undoubtedly  wrote  after  his  retirement  were  destroyed  by 
his  Puritan  son-in-law,  or  the  view  in  What  Happens  in 
Hamlet  that  Shakespeare  chose  Denmark  as  a  setting  be- 
cause of  its  Lutheranism,  make  Greg's  statement  that 
Wilson's  theories  are  the  "careerings  of  a  not  too  captive 
balloon  in  a  high  wind"  seem  surprisingly  moderate. 


4. 
Besides  Caroline  Spurgeon,  a  number  of  contemporary 
scholars  have  made  real  contributions  to  criticism.  Per- 
haps the  most  important  of  them  is  the  man  whose  method 
so  much  influenced  Miss  Spurgeon,  Professor  John  Living- 
ston Lowes  of  Harvard.  Lowes  is  that  rare  scholarly  com- 
bination, a  man  possessing  both  great  learning  and  real 
imagination,  and  all  his  criticism  is  a  utilization  of  scholar- 
ship, sometimes  in  fairly  odd  fashions.  He  is  apt  to  make 
a  point  by  counting  the  swoons  in  medieval  French  ver- 
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sions  of  classical  epics  (thirty  swoons  of  heroes  and  hero- 
ines in  the  Roman  de  Troie,  twenty-two  in  the  Thebes, 
"four  or  five  times  hand  running  during  a  single  trying 
situation");  or  to  collect  the  constraining  rhymes  of 
poets,  noting  that  Pope  satirized  the  rhyme  of  "breeze" 
with  "trees,"  but  did  it  himself  in  four  of  the  five  occa- 
sions he  ended  a  line  with  "breeze,"  and  that  the  Alps 
in  "Childe  Harold"  inevitably  have  scalps,  since  even 
Walker's  Lexicon  can  suggest  no  alternatives,  and  so  on. 
Lowes's  major  critical-scholarly  work  is  The  Road  to 
Xanadu,  subtitled  A  Study  in  the  Ways  of  the  Imagination, 
a  six-hundred-page  tracing  of  the  sources  of  Coleridge's 
two  great  poems,  "The  Ancient  Mariner"  and  "Kubla 
Khan."  It  is  a  wholly  fascinating  and  almost  miraculous 
ingle-handed  reconstruction  of  a  poet's  reading  and  pre- 
cise state  of  mind  after  one  hundred  and  twenty-five  years. 
Relying  on  Coleridge's  extensive  habit  of  jotting  and  his 
curious  trick  of  habitually  passing  from  any  given  book  he 
read  to  all  the  books  to  which  that  book  referred,  Lowes 
simply  followed  Coleridge  through  all  his  reading.  As  a 
result  of  his  incredible  doggedness  (he  read  Priestley's 
Opticks,  807  quarto  pages,  on  a  hunch,  and  on  the  807th 
page  found  what  he  was  looking  for,  a  proof  that  Cole- 
ridge had  read  and  used  the  book)  he  was  able  to  trace 
the  conscious  or  unconscious  source  of  almost  every  image 
in  the  poems,  and  in  one  stanza  actually  traced  every 
word! 

What  started  to  be  a  simple  pursuit  of  scholarly 
sources  proliferated  in  the  hands  of  Lowes  and  became  a 
major  study  in  the  operations  of  the  poetic  imagination. 
Lowes  was  forced  by  the  material  to  venture  into  the 
nature  of  memory  and  the  imagination,  and  although  he 
specifically  disclaims  a  deeper  psychological  concern,  writ- 
ing: "I  wish  to  state  with  emphasis  that  I  am  dealing  in 
this  study  with  what  psychoanalysts  call  the  material 
content  of  the  dream,  and  with  that  alone.  With  its  so- 
called  latent  content — its  possible  symbolism  of  wish-fulfill- 
ment or  conflict  or  what  not — I  have  nothing  whatever 
to  do" — ^he  ends  up  with  a  wholly  credible  picture  of  Cole- 
ridge's subconscious  mind,  although  presented  in  the  odd 
psychological  mechanism  of  Coleridge's  "hooks-and-eyes 
of  memory"  and  Pomcare's  "hooked  atoms."  The  book  is 
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actually  a  study  in  "the  assimilating  and  incorporative 
power  of  the  shaping  spirit,"  or,  in  Baudelaire's  words, 
"the  labor  by  which  a  reverie  becomes  a  work  of  art." 

The  Road  to  Xanadu  does  not  exhaust  Lowes's  contri- 
bution. His  studies  of  modem  poetry  were  actually  a  side- 
line to  his  special  field,  which  was  Chaucer,  and  he  has 
boiled  down  a  quarter  of  a  century  of  Chaucer  study,  in 
the  great  tradition  of  Skeat,  Furnivall,  and  Kittredge,  in 
one  of  the  best  popularizations  written,  Geoffrey  Chaucer 
and  the  Development  of  His  Genius,  which  studies  the 
man,  not  as  a  dead  text  for  scholars  to  nibble  at,  but  as  a 
first-rate  poet  living  in  a  fascinating  time.  In  addition,  in 
the  course  of  his  Coleridge  studies,  Lowes  made  by-prod- 
uct discoveries  into  the  unconscious  sources  of  poets  like 
Milton  and  Keats  that  suggest  that  books  like  The  Roa 
Xanadu  could  develop  a  school  capable  of  turning  even 
the  dull  scholarly  pursuit  of  sources  into  a  critical  activity. 

The  most  obvious  fact  about  The  Road  to  Xanadu,  as 
about  Shakespeare's  Imagery,  is  its  enormous  possibility 
for  further  extension,  specifically  in  the  psychoanalytic 
direction  Lowes  carefully  disclaims.  Lowes  is  legitimately 
scornful  of  Robert  Graves's  pseudo-psychoanalytic  reading 
of  "Kubla  Khan"  in  The  Meaning  of  Dream.s,  tagging  its 
ignorance,  brashness,  specific  inaccuracies,  and  general 
silliness,  but  he  cannot  deny  the  possibility  of  a  sober  and 
intelligent  reading  of  the  poem,  which  would  in  fact  rely 
heavily  on  his  work,  taking  over  his  deepest  insights  and 
deepening  them  further.^  On  the  other  hand,  the  scholars 
and  their  fellow  traveler,  Mark  Van  Doren,  have  re- 
proached Lowes  for  doing  too  much,  for  venturing  too  far. 
Reviewing  the  book  in  the  Nation,  Van  Doren  complained 
that  Lowes  should  have  confined  himself  to  the  scholar's 
job  of  stating  demonstrable  facts,  to  the  printing  of  a  text 
with  the  poems  on  one  side  of  the  page  and  their  sources 
on  the  other,  "most  of  the  time  saying  nothing,"  rather 

^To  some  extent  this  was  done  by  Robert  Penn  Warren  in  his  long 
appendix  to  The  Ancient  Mariner,  "A  Poem  of  Pure  Imagination,"  in 
1946.  Warren  certainly  deepens  Lowes's  reading,  particularly  through 
his  use  of  Miss  Bodkin's  archetypal  patterns,  but  a  good  deal  of  his 
effort  is  pointlessly  expended,  not  in  working  from  what  Lowes  did 
achieve,  but  in  quarreling  with  what  Lowes  failed  to  do  and  with  his 
limitations  in  general. 
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than  daring  to  talk  about  processes  and  ways  of  the 
imagination. 

The  sharpest  scholarly  criticism  of  The  Road  to  Xanadu 
came  from  Professor  Lane  Cooper  of  Cornell  in  the  Pub- 
licfations  of  the  Modern  Language  Association  in  1928, 
and  was  reprinted  in  Cooper's  Aristotelian  Papers  in  1939. 
Cooper,  a  self-styled  "Aristotelian"  critic  and  concordance- 
maker,  who  has  liked  little  literature  since  Wordsworth, 
makes  a  very  instructive  contrast  with  Lowes.  In  1910 
Cooper  had  published  a  paper  displaying  remarkable  in- 
sight, on  "The  Power  of  the  Eye  in  Coleridge,"  showing 
the  many  variants  of  the  fixing,  magnetic  eye  in  "The 
Ancient  Mariner:"  in  persons,  the  sun,  serpents,  and  so 
on.  He  seemed  to  be  so  displeased  by  finding  something 
of  interest  in  a  poet  he  disliked  that  he  spent  most  of  the 
essay  apologizing.  When  Lowes's  book  appeared.  Cooper 
reviewed  it  in  one  of  the  pettiest,  vainest,  and  most  mean- 
spirited  attacks  ever  committed  in  the  name  of  scholarship. 
He  announces:  "I  naturally  tried  to  see  how  much  use  had 
been  made  of  my  study"  (which  Lowes  had  both  used  and 
acknowledged)  and  appears  both  to  criticize  Lowes's  use  of 
it  and  to  complain  of  the  fact  that  Lowes  had  found  it 
necessary  to  say  anything  more.  He  suggests  that  Lowes's 
book  contains  little  or  no  original  work,  but  nevertheless 
protests  its  wildness,  which  he  hints  is  a  prostitution  of 
scholarship  for  popularity.  He  attacks  "Kubla  Khan"  for 
moral  "blemishes,"  agrees  with  Wordsworth's  "Aristotelian" 
criticism  of  "The  Ancient  Mariner"  as  not  very  good,  and 
suggests  that  Wordsworth  wrote  what  little  there  is  of  value 
in  Coleridge.  He  raises  endless  minor  quibbles  with  Lowes, 
triumphantly  finds  a  dangling  participle  in  his  book,  and 
counts  his  repetitions.  Cooper's  article  is  almost  an  an- 
thology of  the  worst  faults  of  scholarship,  both  in  terms 
of  the  personal  deficiencies  of  scholars  and  in  the  sterility 
of  method  and  absence  of  vision.  John  Livington  Lowes 
and  Lane  Cooper  make  an  interesting  contrast  as  two 
types  of  scholar. 

Scholarship  by  at  least  one  man  in  a  philosophic  field 
has  made  a  real  contribution  to  literary  criticism,  and  is 
potentially  even  more  fruitful.  That  is  the  history  of  ideas, 
a  philosophic  field  largely  invented  and  pre-empted  by 
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Professor  Arthur  O.  Lovejoy  of  Johns  Hopkins.  The  his- 
tory of  ideas  is  the  tracing  of  the  unit  ideas  of  philosophies 
through  intellectual  history,  and  just  as  it  finds  its  chief 
clues  in  literary  expression,  literary  criticism  can  draw  on 
it  for  the  philosophic  background  of  literature.  Lovejoy's 
chief  book,  The  Great  Chain  of  Being,  is  the  tracing  of  the 
idea  of  that  name,  made  up  of  the  three  related  concepts  of 
plenitude,  continuity,  and  gradation,  from  its  origin  in 
Plato  and  Aristotle,  through  its  temporalizing  in  the  eight- 
eenth century,  into  a  Great  Chain  of  Becoming,  to  its 
great  flowering  in  Schelling  and  romanticism.  In  the 
course  of  the  book  Lovejoy  actually  writes  a  history  of 
romantic  thought,  drawing  on  evidence  not  only  from 
philosophy  and  literature,  but  also  from  theology,  philology 
and  semantics,  science,  politics,  and  gardening.  The  sub-\ 
stance  of  The  Great  Chain  of  Being,  which  was  delivered  \ 
as  the  William  James  Lectures  at  Harvard,  has  been  in- 
fluential in  the  critical  writings  of  a  number  of  Harvard 
professors,  among  them  F.  O.  Matthiessen  and  Theodore 
Spencer,  but  not  many  critics  besides  Harvard  and  Johns 
Hopkins  people  (and,  as  usual,  Kenneth  Burke)  seem  to 
know  of  Lovejoy  and  his  work,  although  the  scholars  have 
been  tremendously  influenced  by  it.  Knowledge  of  it  would 
have  been  of  great  value  in  such  explorations  of  roman- 
ticism as  Babbitt's  Rousseau  and  Romanticism,  Praz's 
The  Romantic  Agony,  and  Lucas's  The  Decline  and  Fall 
of  the  Romantic  Ideal  (the  first  two  written  before  The 
Great  Chain  of  Being  appeared).  For  literary  criticism,  the 
great  advantage  of  the  history  of  ideas  is  its  ability  to 
reconstruct  the  "frame  of  reference,"  the  context  of  think- 
ing underlying  great  works  of  the  past.  Lovejoy  has  ex- 
plored other  ideas,  in  The  Revolt  against  Dualism  and  in 
the  documentary  history,  Primitivism  and  Related  Ideas  in 
Antiquity,  which  he  compiled  with  George  Boas,  and  he 
and  his  disciples  have  a  magazine,  the  Journal  of  the  His- 
tory of  Ideas,  devoted  to  similar  explorations,  but  no  work 
comparable  in  importance  to  The  Great  Chain  of  Being 
has,  to  my  knowledge,  so  far  been  produced. 

A.  C.  Bradley  is  worth  some  discussion  as  illustrating  a 
type  of  scholarship  (E.  E.  StoU's  Shakespeare  Studies  is 
another  example)  that  relies  on  no  special  method  other 
than  close  reading  and  comparison.  Aside  from   a  few 
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special  and  partial  approaches,  like  Empson's,  Knight's, 
Ernest  Jones's,  Miss  Spurgeon's,  and  Armstrong's,  Bradley 
has  written  the  deepest  and  most  perceptive  Shakespeare 
criticism  of  our  time.  Regarding  Hamlet,  on  the  strength 
of  nothing  but  careful  reading  and  thinking,  Bradley  came 
to  the  threshold  of  Jones's  conclusions,  lacking  only  the 
psychoanalytic  equipment  that  would  have  carried  him 
farther.  He  recognized  that  all  the  major  theories  are  un- 
tenable; that  Hamlet's  state  is  chiefly  related  to  something 
about  his  mother,  not  his  uncle;  and  in  fact  his  term 
"melancholic  paralysis"  for  Hamlet's  inability  to  act  is  a 
remarkable  anticipation  of  Jones's  more  scientific  "abou- 
lia."  At  the  same  time  he  foreshadows  Miss  Spurgeon, 
Knight,  and  Empson.  Anticipating  Miss  Spurgeon,  he  tab- 
ulates lago's  use  of  nautical  imagery,  notices  the  abun- 
dance of  animal  images  in  Timon  and  Lear,  lists  imagery 
of  darkness,  light,  blood,  and  violence  in  Macbeth,  and  so 
on.  Anticipating  Knight,  he  collects  allusions  to  music  in 
Shakespeare  and  notes  that  it  seems  to  be  Shakespeare's 
core  symbol  for  peace  and  happiness,  but  misses  going 
farther  to  the  discovery  that  the  tempest  is  its  counter- 
symbol.  He  approximates  Empson's  theory  of  scholarly 
emenders  unwriting  Shakespeare,  and  illustrates  with  one 
of  the  emendations  Empson  based  his  case  on,  Johnson's 
"May  of  life"  for  "way  of  life." 

The  extent  of  Bradley's  scholarship  is  not  visible  in  the 
text  of  his  chief  book,  Shakespearian  Tragedy,  a  lengthy 
study  of  Hamlet,  Othello,  Lear,  and  Macbeth.  He  devotes 
two  chapters  to  each  play,  the  first  chiefly  a  close  discus- 
sion of  structure,  the  second  a  discussion  of  the  characters, 
almost  as  real  people.  The  scholarship  underlying  the 
book's  critical  insights,  however,  comes  through  sharply 
in  the  thirty-two  appended  Notes,  which  embark  on  textual 
emendations,  comparisons  of  quarto  and  folio  texts,  tab- 
ulations of  word-usage,  suggestions  for  staging,  and  chro- 
nology-determining through  a  number  of  technical  tests. 
Much  of  the  scholarship  in  itself  comes  to  nothing — a  note 
is  just  as  apt  to  end  with  the  conclusion  that  the  matter 
may  simply  be  an  inconsistency  in  Shakespeare,  or  that 
there  are  two  possible  suppositions  about  the  matter  and 
that  neither  seems  very  likely — but  it  is  the  basis  for  the 
keen  critical  perception  in  the  body  of  the  book. 
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On  literature  other  than  Shakespeare  Bradley  has  not 
been  so  successful.  His  discussions  of  English  romantic 
poetry  in  Oxford  Lectures  on  Poetry  and  A  Commentary 
on  Tennyson's  In  Memoriam  tend  to  get  involved  in  mean- 
ingless and  rather  musty  controversies  over  whether  one 
poet  is  more  "sublime"  than  another,  and  the  best  part  of 
the  Oxford  Lectures  is  the  Shakespeare  material  on  Fal- 
staff,  Antony  and  Cleopatra,  and  the  Elizabethan  theater 
and  audience.  Bradley's  central  interest  in  Shakespeare's 
characters,  in  which  he  is  the  logical  heir  of  Coleridge, 
Hazlitt,  and  Brandes  (a  movement  beautifully  satirized  by 
L.  C.  Knights  in  "How  Many  Children  Had  Lady  Mac- 
beth?") leads  him  to  the  traditional  pitfall  of  Shakespeare 
investigation,  the  silly  conjectures  about  Shakespeare's  own 
character.  He  commits  all  the  excesses  Miss  Spurgeon 
commits:  tells  us  that  Shakespeare's  favorite  flower  was 
the  violet,  his  favorite  bird  was  the  lark,  and  he  didn't 
like  spaniels;  that  such  and  such  a  passage  seems  "to  have 
a  personal  ring,"  "came  from  the  heart,"  or  was  "Shake- 
speare himself  speaking." 

For  the  most  part,  though,  a  basic  good  sense  keeps 
Bradley  sound.  He  is  able  to  concentrate  on  minutiae,  like 
the  number  of  lines  in  tense  scenes,  the  occasions  when 
Shakespeare  shifts  from  prose  to  verse,  or  the  number  of 
combats  and  occasions  for  playing  martial  music  in  Henry 
VI,  Part  1,  but  always  uses  them  to  get  a  serious  point 
and  never  bogs  down  in  them.  His  chief  deficiency,  for  his 
own  purposes,  is  inadequate  knowledge  of  classical  drama 
and  criticism.  Although  he  makes  frequent  comparisons 
between  Shakespeare  and  the  Greek  dramatists  and  relies 
heavily  on  Aristotle,  in  his  central  emphasis  on  "Charac- 
ter" as  the  essence  of  tragedy  he  is  profoundly  non-Aris- 
totelian; a  basic  misconception  of  the  nature  of  Greek 
drama  leads  him  to  find  Macbeth  an  inadequate  hero;  and 
in  phrasing  the  movement  of  a  drama  as  "exposition," 
"conflict,"  and  "catastrophe"  he  misses  the  central  element 
of  Greek  and  all  later  great  drama,  the  final  "acceptance" 
(compare,  for  example,  Francis  Fergusson's  rounded  se- 
ries, "purpose,  passion,  and  perception"). 

No  one  has  better  noted  the  limitations  and  deficiencies 
of  scholarship  than  Bradley.  He  speaks  scornfully  of  one 
type  of  scholar  wearying  himself  with  rival  hypotheses  and 
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poring  over  minutiae  until  he  loses  "the  broad  and  deep  im- 
pressions which  vivid  reading  leaves,"  and  writes: 

'  Research,  though  toilsome,  is  easy;  imaginative 
vision,  though  delightful,  is  difficult;  and  we  may  be 
tempted  to  prefer  the  first.  Or  we  note  that  in  a  given 
passage  Shakespeare  has  used  what  he  found  in  his 
authority;  and  we  excuse  ourselves  from  asking  why 
he  used  it  or  what  he  made  of  it.  Or  we  see  that  he 

^l^s  done  something  that  would  please  his  audience; 
and  we  dismiss  it  as  accounted  for,  forgetting  that  it 
also  pleased  him,  and  that  we  have  to  account  for 
that.  Or  knowledge  of  his  stage  shows  us  the  stage 
convenience  of  a  scene;  and  we  say  that  the  scene 
was  due  to  stage  convenience,  as  if  the  cause  of  a 
thing  must  needs  be  single  and  simple.  Such  errors 
provoke  the  man  who  reads  his  Shakespeare  poeti- 
cally, and  make  him  blaspheme  our  knowledge.  But 
we  ought  not  to  fall  into  them;  and  we  cannot  reject 
any  knowledge  that  may  help  us  into  Shakespeare's 
mind  because  of  the  danger  it  brings. 

Bradley  himself  was  far  from  the  sort  of  scholar  he  refers 
to;  was  in  fact  the  successful  combination  of  both  scholar 
and  "man  who  reads  his  Shakespeare  poetically."  The  best 
description  of  his  work  is  the  phrase  he  used  in  reference 
to  Maurice  Morgann's  remarkable  "Essay  on  the  Dramatic 
Character  of  Sir  John  Falstaff,"  that  it  interprets  the  proc- 
ess of  Shakespeare's  imagination  "from  within." 

The  contributions  of  only  a  few  other  scholars  to  criti- 
cism can  be  briefly  summarized.  Sometimes  a  scholar, 
through  a  loving  and  complete  edition,  can  rescue  a  poet 
from  obscurity  and  prepare  the  way  for  a  critical  revival, 
as  the  Reverend  Alexander  Dyce  did  with  his  magnificent 
edition  of  Skelton  in  1843,  a  book  that  is  a  monument  of 
erudition  and  appreciation  and  has  required  only  slight 
correction  in  the  century  since.  Professor  Child  did  a 
similar  job,  even  more  comprehensive,  in  organizing  the 
English  and  Scottish  popular  ballads,  so  that  to  this  day 
all  study  and  criticism  begin  with  his  edition.  (The  critical 
achievements  of  other  scholars  in  the  field  of  folk  litera- 
ture and  the  folk  sources  of  formal  literature,  including 
the  distinguished  work  of  Gilbert  Murray  and  the  Cam- 
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bridge  group,  have  already  been  noted  in  another  chapter.) 
Sometimes  the  scholar  reinvigorates  a  traditional  tech- 
nique, as  J.  Leslie  Hotson  did  with  the  familiar,  dry- 
as  dust  research  into  legal  records.  He  produced  two  inval- 
uable books,  The  Death  of  Christopher  Marlowe,  an  ac- 
count of  who  actually  killed  Marlowe  and  why,  and 
Shakespeare  versus  Shallow,  a  proof  that  the  original  of 
Justice  Shallow  in  The  Merry  Wives  of  Windsor  was  not  Sir 
Thomas  Lucy,  but  Shakespeare's  old  enemy  Justice  Wil- 
liam Gardiner;  both  of  which  read  like  first-rate  detective 
stories.  Sometimes,  on  the  other  hand,  the  scholar  devel- 
ops a  new  technique  or  an  extension  of  an  old  one,  as 
Miss  Spurgeon,  Armstrong,  Knight,  and  Lowes  have  done. 
George  Ryland's  study  of  Shakespeare's  diction  in  Words 
and  Poetry  and  L.  C.  Knights's  explorations  of  the  social 
and  economic  background  of  seventeenth-century  litera- 
ture (both  discussed  below)  are  other  examples  of  these 
promising  new  techniques. 

A  final  scholarly  project  requires  mention.  Since  1935 
Charles  D.  Abbott,  librarian  of  the  Lockwood  Memorial 
Library  at  the  University  of  Buffalo,  has  been  collecting 
the  worksheets  of  contemporary  poets,  with  the  idea  of 
securing  an  objective  exhibit  of  the  actual  process  of  poetic 
revision.  He  now  has  three  thousand  of  them,  including 
as  many  as  eighty  versions  of  a  single  poem.  The  first 
tentative  study  of  some  of  this  material  has  just  been  pub- 
lished. It  is  the  volume  Poets  at  Work,  including  essays  by 
W.  H.  Auden,  Karl  Shapiro,  Rudolf  Amheim,  and  Donald 
A.  Stauffer,  an  introduction  explaining  the  project  by  Ab- 
bott, and  some  reproductions  of  manuscripts.  None  of 
these  essays,  naturally,  is  able  to  do  more  than  skim  the 
material  (Auden's  never  quite  seems  to  come  in  contact 
with  it  at  all),  but  it  is  to  be  hoped  that  they  foreshadow 
an  extensive  and  organized  study,  perhaps  along  the  same 
symposium  lines  (of  the  contributors,  two  are  poets,  one 
a  psychologist,  and  the  fourth  a  teacher  of  literature). 
This  is  of  course  not  a  new  idea  in  scholarship,  and  Lowes, 
for  example,  in  Convention  and  Revolt  in  Poetry,  exam- 
ined poetic  revisions  by  Tennyson,  Coleridge,  Keats,  Words- 
worth, and  even  Shakespeare  (where,  in  the  absence  of  a 
manuscript,  he  uses  evidence  from  the  Hamlet  quarto 
generally  thought  to  represent  a  Shakespeare  revision). 
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Doing  the  job  in  an  organized  and  complete  fashion,  how- 
ever, rather  than  haphazardly  and  partially,  would  prob- 
ably produce  as  significant  results  as  did  Spurgeon's  study 
of  imagery,  Lowes's  quest  for  sources,  and  Lovejoy's  trac- 
ing of  an  idea. 


5. 
One  other  aspect  of  Miss  Spurgeon's  work  remains  to  be 
considered,  her  interest  in  mysticism.  Mysticism  in  Eng- 
lish literature  shows  her  to  be  greatly  concerned  with 
/^mystic  thought  and  revelation,  to  the  extent  of  propa- 
gandizing for  it,  and  very  much  influenced  by  such  con- 
temporary mystic  tractarians  as  Evelyn  Underbill.  The 
preoccupation  continued  through  Shakespeare's  Imagery, 
perhaps  even  provoking  the  study,  on  the  basis  of  Miss 
Spurgeon's  conviction  that  images  are  of  mystic  signifi- 
cance. She  writes: 

In  the  first  place,  metaphor  is  a  subject  of  such 
deep  import  that  it  calls  for  an  abler  pen  than  mine 
to  deal  adequately  with  it.  For  I  incline  to  believe 
that  analogy — likeness  between  dissimilar  things — 
which  is  the  fact  underlying  the  possibility  and  reality 
of  metaphor,  holds  within  itself  the  very  secret  of 
the  universe.  The  bare  fact  that  germinating  seeds 
or  falling  leaves  are  actually  another  expression  of 
the  processes  we  see  in  human  life  and  death,  thrills 
me,  as  it  must  others,  with  a  sense  of  being  here  in 
presence  of  a  great  mystery,  which,  could  we  only  un- 
derstand it,  would  explain  life  and  death  itself. 

The  portrait  of  Shakespeare's  mind  that  emerges  from  the 
two  chapters  on  "Evidence  in  the  Images  of  Shakespeare's 
Thought"  is  somewhat  more  mystic  than  the  plays  would 
seem  to  suggest,  emphasizing  transcendent  and  Bergsonian 
elements,  and  concluding  with  Miss  Spurgeon's  statement, 
on  no  particular  evidence,  that  "Only  once  does  Shake- 
speare in  his  own  person  seem  to  tell  us  directly  what  he 
himself  thinks  about  death,"  and  that  is  in  "Sonnet  146," 
in  which  the  soul  annihilates  death.  Her  discussion  of  his 
philosophy  in  "Shakespeare  the  Man"  concludes  with 
Shakespeare  as  a  mystic  humanitarian,  Hke  the  Duke  in 
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Measure  for  Measure,  who  believes  that  "we  exist  only 
just  in  so  far  as  we  touch  our  fellows,  and  receive  back 
from  them  the  warmth  or  light  we  have  ourselves  sent 
out." 

Her  scholarly  objectivity,  however,  is  nowise  vitiated  by 
her  preoccupation,  and  it  can  be  put  down  as  one  of  the 
crotchets  to  which  critics,  like  other  mortals,  tend  to  be 
addicted.  Many  critics  have  crotchets  that  merely  run 
along  harmlessly  in  their  work,  like  Burke's  war  against 
technology,  without  affecting  its  character  essentially. 
Others,  hke  T.  S.  Eliot,  have  their  work  entirely  biased 
by  their  preoccupation,  but  without  destroying  its  value 
or  seriousness.  A  few,  like  Maud  Bodkin  and  John  Mid- 
dleton  Murry,  have  renounced  the  critical  method  that 
gave  them  distinction,  to  indulge  their  crotchets,  and 
others  have  given  up  criticism  entirely  to  sponsor  a  pana- 
cea, as  I.  A.  Richards  did  with  Basic  English.  The  most 
extreme  and  instructive  case  of  a  critic  ridden  by  his 
crotchet,  and  a  particularly  odd  one,  is  G.  Wilson  Knight. 

Knight's  work  was  riddled  with  mysticism  from  the 
beginning.  His  first  book,  the  pamphlet  Myth  and  Miracle, 
explores  the  "spiritual  quality"  of  Shakespeare's  final  plays. 
His  subsequent  books  were  serially  published  in  periodi- 
cals like  the  Occult  Review  and  the  Quest.  Later  in  his 
work  he  picked  up  a  preoccupation  with  "Christian  ethics," 
Bergson's  "naturalism,"  General  Smuts's  "holism,"  and 
D.  H.  Lawrence's  "vitalism,"  adding  them  to  the  brew. 
With  his  two  wartime  books  all  his  mysticism  combined 
with  the  influence  of  the  war  to  produce  some  of  the  most 
fantastic  criticism,  or  rather  non-criticism,  ever  written. 

The  first,  in  1942,  was  Chariot  of  Wrath:  The  Message 
of  John  Milton  to  Democracy  at  War.  It  presents  Milton 
as  a  lifelong  royalist  and  conservative,  the  bitter  enemy 
of  the  tyrant  Cromwell  (a  contemporary  Hitler),  a  spokes- 
man for  twentieth-century  constitutional  monarchy,  and  a 
prophet  who  predicted  fifth-columnists  in  Delilah,  aerial 
warfare  in  the  battle  of  the  angels.  Goring  and  Goebbels 
in  Satan's  followers,  the  tank  and  the  bomber  in  the 
Messiah's  chariot,  and  even  the  recent  war  in  detail,  com- 
plete to  the  line-up  of  the  United  Nations.  Milton's  doc- 
trine, according  to  Knight,  is  that  the  British  Empire  aims 
at  'power-goodness,   the   Kingdom   of  Christ,    a   "service 


and  Scholarship  in  Criticism  195 

ideal,"  as  opposed  to  the  aims  of  Machiavellian  Europe; 
and   Milton  foresaw,  with  Knight's   agreement,  that  the 

^  only  way  Britain  could  establish  this  ideal  world  order 
would  be  to  assume  world  sovereignty,  to  follow  Knight's 
doctrine  of  Christian  imperialism. 

The  second,  in  1944,  was  The  Olive  and  the  Sword: 
A  Study  of  England's  Shakespeare,  an  expansion  of 
Knigiit's   1940  pamphlet  on  Shakespeare's  national  mes- 

,  sage.  This  Sceptred  Isle.  Shakespeare,  he  reports,  was  a 
national  prophet  concerned  with  the  soul  of  England,  op- 
posed to  appeasement  and  Hitler  in  the  form  of  Richard 
and  the  Macbeths,  his  work  devoted  to  proclaiming  Brit- 
ain's Christian  Imperial  destiny.  There  are  the  same  mili- 
tary predictions,  aerial  combat  forecast  in  Julius  Ccesar 
and  so  on,  the  same  detailed  parallel  with  contemporary 
events  (so  that  not  only  is  Richard  Hitler,  but  Buckingham 
is  his  Rohm;  Hamlet  is  England,  Laertes  and  Fortinbras 
are  Germany  and  Italy) ,  and  the  same  emphasis  on  litera- 
ture as  "creative  faith."  "This  is  no  twisting  of  great  poetry 
to  serve  contemporary  propaganda,"  he  writes.  His  point 
of  view  sobered  to  some  extent  between  the  two  books, 
and  his  plea  for  British  world  domination  in  the  second 
seems  to  consist  more  in  moral  leadership  than  military 
rule,  with  large  elements  of  socialism  mixed  in  with  the 
Christianity  and  imperialism.  The  interpretation  is  never- 
theless still  one  of  the  strangest  ever  produced  by  a  serious 
critic  and,  in  its  emphasis  on  Shakespeare's  message  as 
revealing  that  England  has  a  greater  and  more  inclusive 
destiny  than  Hitler's  Germany,  one  of  the  most  potentially 
dangerous. 

In  this  sad  renunciation  of  any  pretensions  to  criticism 
(in  the  books  all  of  Knight's  brilliantly  suggestive  method 
is  gone,  leaving  in  its  place  only  surface  prose  meanings 
and  a  tissue  of  quotes  expected  to  seem  contemporary), 
as  in  John  Middleton  Murry's  comparable  craziness  after 
his  conversion  in  1925,  Miss  Spurgeon  perhaps  has  her 
revenge.  The  same  qualities  of  imagination  in  Knight  and 
Murry  that  enabled  them  to  carry  some  of  her  material 
so  much  farther  are  the  qualities  that  produced  Knight's 
two  travesties  on  criticism  and  Murry's  literary  metabiol- 
ogy.  She  was  never  capable  of  the  former,  but  she  would 
never  have  produced  the  latter.  Let  Caroline  Spurgeon 
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survive  as  an  example  of  scholarship  at  its  best,  creative 
enough  to  discover  a  mine  of  wealth  for  criticism,  not 
quite  creative  enough  to  mine  it  herself.  Let  her  also  sur- 
vive, in  contrast  to  Lane  Cooper  at  one  extreme  and 
ICnight  and  Murry  at  the  other,  as  a  warning  to  scholars 
and  critics.  They  would  do  well  to  keep  one  foot  on  the 
ground;  not  both,  not  neither. 


CHAPTER  7 


R.  P.  Blackmur 

and  the  Expense  of  Criticism 


With  a  critic  like  Richard  P.  Blackmur,  who  tends  to  use 
on  each  work  the  special  techniques  it  seems  to  call  for 
and  who  at  one  time  or  another  has  used  almost  every 
type  of  criticism  discussed  in  this  book,  the  difficulty  of 
placing  any  single  way  of  operating  as  his  "method"  is 
obvious.  What  he  has  is  not  so  much  a  unique  method  as 
a  unique  habit  of  mind,  a  capacity  for  painstaking  investi- 
gation that  is  essential  for  contemporary  criticism,  and 
that  might  properly  be  isolated  as  his  major  contribution 
to  the  brew.  In  the  chapter  "Examples  of  Wallace  Stevens" 
in  The  Double  Agent,  Blackmur  remarks  that  to  read 
Pound's  verse  one  needs  to  know  "classical  and  historical 
references,"  to  read  Eliot  one  needs  familiarity  with  "the 
ideas  and  beliefs  and  systems  of  feeling"  to  which  he 
alludes,  but  that  to  read  Wallace  Stevens  "you  need  only 
the  dictionary."  What  this  says  of  Blackmur  himself,  quite 
literally,  is  that  he  learns  history  to  read  Pound,  studies 
theology  to  read  Eliot,  and  sits  down  with  a  dictionary  to 
read  Stevens. 

Words  are  particularly  important  to  Blackmur.  No 
other  living  critic  would  be  apt  to  call  the  dictionary  "that 
palace  of  saltatory  heuristics,"  but  at  the  same  time  no 
other  living  critic  would  be  apt  to  write  the  tribute  to 
words  in  the  Melville  chapter  of  The  Expense  of  Great- 
ness. Blackmur  writes: 

Words,  and  their  intimate  arrangements,  must  be 
the  ultimate  as  well  as  the  immediate  source  of  every 
effect  in  the  written  or  spoken  arts.  Words  bring 
meaning  to  birth  and  themselves  contained  the  mean- 
ing as  an  imminent  possibility  before  the  pangs  of 
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junction.  To  the  individual  artist  the  use  of  words  is 
an  adventure  in  discovery;  the  imagination  is  heuristic 
among  the  words  it  manipulates.  .  .  .  Yet  the  ad- 
venture into  the  reality  of  words  has  a  technique 
after  the  fact  in  the  sense  that  we  can  distinguish  its 
successful  versions  from  those  that  failed,  can  meas- 
ure provisionally  the  kinds  and  intensities  of  reality 
secured  and  attempted,  and  can  even  roughly  guess 
at  the  conditions  of  convention  and  belief  necessary 
for  its  emergence. 

Melville  is  an  excellent  example  for  such  an  assay. 
We  have  only  to  relate  the  conception  of  the  reality 
of  language  just  adumbrated  to  the  notion  of  the  puta- 
tive statement  to  see  whence  the  strength  of  the  latter 
comes;  and  we  have  only  to  relate  the  conception  of 
language  to  its  modifying  context  of  conventions  in 
order  to  understand  the  successes  and  at  least  excuse 
the  many  shortcomings  and  over-leapings  of  Melville's 
attempts  at  the  paramount  and  indefeasible  reality 
that  great  words  show.  For  Melville  habitually  used 
words  greatly. 

As  a  logical  consequence  of  this  emphasis,  a  good  part  of 
Blackmur's  research  is  verbal.  His  study  of  Cummings,  for 
example,  announces  the  intention  of  studying  Cummings's 
language  as  a  clue  to  "the  quality  of  the  meaning  his  use 
of  these  words  permits."  He  then  goes  on  to  compile  a 
list  of  Cummings's  principal  recurrent  words,  notes  that 
"flower"  is  the  favorite,  counts  the  appearances  of  "flower" 
and  notes  their  wide  variety  of  contexts,  and  makes  the 
discovery  that  "flower"  is,  or  was,  Cummings's  god-word. 
From  this  and  other  linguistic  analysis  he  defines  the  na- 
ture of  Cummings's  poetry,  discusses  and  evaluates  it. 

Blackmur's  analysis  of  Wallace  Stevens,  in  The  Double 
Agent,  begins  by  listing  some  of  his  rare  or  "precious" 
words:  fubbed,  girandoles,  curlicues,  catarrhs,  gobbet, 
diaphanes,  clopping,  minuscule,  pipping,  panicles,  carked, 
ructive,  rapey,  cantilene,  buffo,  fiscs,  phylactery,  princox, 
and  funest.  He  next  goes  openly  to  the  dictionary  and 
looks  them  up  ("Funest"  means  "sad  or  calamitous  or 
mournful  and  is  derived  from  a  French  word  meaning 
fatal,  melancholy,  baneful,  and  has  to  do  with  death  and 
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funerals").  He  then  reads  the  words  in  the  context  of  the 
poem,  and  emerges  with  both  an  excellent  exegesis  of  the 
poem  and  a  theory  of  the  nature  of  Stevens's  art.  With 
Hart  Crane,  also  in  The  Double  Agent,  he  goes  again  to 
the  dictionary  for  help  in  the  reading  of  an  obscure  paren- 
thetical passage  about  the  doings  of  "let  sphinxes  from  the 
ripe  borage"  of  death.  Although  he  fails  to  find  a  satis- 
factory meaning  (he  concludes  sadly:  "But  something  very 
near  the  contrary  may  have  been  intended;  or  both"),  he 
dobs  emerge  with  a  theory  of  Crane's  defective  syntax  and 
mdelimited  vocabulary  that  explains  his  failure  with  the 
passage  as  well  as  Crane's  larger  failure. 

In  The  Expense  of  Greatness  Blackmur  continues  the 
same  verbal  research.  The  chapter  on  Emily  Dickinson 
announces  that  her  genius  will  be  found  "in  the  words  she 
used  and  in  the  way  she  put  them  together";  continues, 
after  quoting  a  passage:  "Let  us  provisionally  inquire  what 
it  is  in  the  words  that  makes  poetry  of  the  statement," 
and  then  goes  on  to  elaborate  linguistic  analysis.  He  counts 
the  number  of  times  she  uses  "phosphor"  and  their  con- 
texts; traces  the  sources  of  her  vocabulary  (chivalric  ro- 
mance, Shakespeare,  Scott,  the  Bible,  the  Hymnal,  etc.); 
analyzes  the  sources  of  the  figures  in  a  specific  passage 
(sewing  and  clothing,  law,  precious  stones,  the  Civil  War, 
sea-borne  commerce,  geography,  transcendental  theology, 
etc.);  and  finally  traces  the  various  usages  of  two  of  her 
favorite  words,  "plush"  and  "purple"  (revealing  in  con- 
nection with  the  latter,  incidentally,  one  of  his  rare  gaps, 
an  apparent  ignorance  of  the  Roman  sense  of  "purple" 
as  "noble,"  like  the  Russian  "red").  In  a  review  of  Laura 
Riding's  Collected  Poems  in  the  same  book,  to  make  a 
casual  point,  he  notes  a  few  of  her  obsessive  negatives 
(unreproach,  unharshed,  unloving,  unsmooth,  unlove,  un- 
death,  unlife,  undazzle,  unmade,  unthought,  unlive,  un- 
rebellion,  unbeautifuls,  unzoological,  unstrange,  unwild, 
unprecious,  unbuU,  unhurriedness,  unenthusiasm),  remarks 
that  some  pages  contain  as  many  as  fifteen  forms  of  the 
verbal  negative,  and  concludes:  "Miss  Riding  is  the  not 
star  of  the  un  no  not  never  nowhere." 

It  may  be  argued  from  these  examples  that  every  critic 
does  at  least  some  of  the  same  research,  looking  up  un- 
familiar words  in  the  dictionary,  checking  frequency  of 
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usage  and  contexts,  and  so  forth,  and  that  Blackmur  has 
simply  made  the  process  visible,  working  the  procedure 
into  the  fabric  of  his  criticism  rather  than  concealing  it. 
To  a  very  slight  extent  this  is  true,  but  of  the  degree 
Blackmur  has  done  it,  it  is  not  at  all  true.  Things  would 
be  better  for  criticism  if  it  were.  Blackmur  is  almost  unique 
in  his  assumption  that  no  demand  for  knowledge  the  poet 
makes  on  the  serious  reader  (that  is,  the  critic)  is  un- 
reasonable, and  that  if  he  doesn't  have  the  information 
he  had  better  go  out  and  get  it.  In  The  Double  Agent  he 
speaks  of  things  "no  amount  of  outside  work  can  illu- 
mine," but  they  are  not  many,  and  he  constantly  uses 
words  like  "responsibility"  and  "expense"  (the  "expense 
of  martyrdom,"  the  "expense  of  greatness"),  emphasizing 
cost  and  effort.  In  the  ironically  titled  "A  Feather-Bed  for 
Critics"  he  suggests  ways  the  writer  can  "secure  the  con- 
ditions of  maximum  responsibility  for  his  own  work"  and 
defines  the  labor  of  criticism  in  the  imagery  of  physical 
work  (just  as  he  called  a  previous  piece  "The  Critic's  Job 
of  Work") : 

.  .  .  the  writer  must  reflect  that  he  is  performing  the 
most  arduous  critical  act  of  which  he  is  capable.  He 
is  endeavouring,  so  to  speak,  to  keep  himself  in  a 
steady  startled  state:  as  if  one  were  about  to  be 
haunted:  as  if  one  were  never  to  get  used  to,  and 
hence  never  to  let  down,  one's  powers  of  vision,  one's 
resources  of  feeling,  and  had  yet,  in  such  suspense,  to 
judge,  to  decide — and  so  to  express — the  actuality 
of  the  job  in  hand.  It  is  in  this  sense  that  the  compo- 
sition of  a  great  poem  is  a  labour  of  unrelenting 
criticism,  and  the  full  reading  of  it  only  less  so;  and 
it  is  in  this  sense,  too,  that  the  critical  act  is  what  is 
called  a  "creative"  act,  and  whether  by  poet,  critic,  or 
serious  reader,  since  there  is  an  alteration,  a  stretch- 
ing, of  the  sensibility  as  the  act  is  done.  The  cost 
of  criticism  is,  if  I  may  borrow  and  restrict  a  little 
a  phrase  I  have  used  before,  the  expense  of  greatness; 
as  its  earnings  are  in  the  sense  of  conviction  per- 
vading the  job  done. 

In  our  day  most  critics  assume  that  their  sensibility  and 
already  acquired  learning  are  adequate,  and  while  they  are 
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willing  to  give  the  poem  hard  reading,  they  do  not  think 
themselves  reasonably  required  by  the  poem  to  give  any- 
thing else  hard  reading.  The  best  way  to  appreciate  the 
value,  and  uniqueness,  of  Blackmur's  "homework"  is  to 
Compare  his  discussion  of  a  few  works  requiring  knowl- 
edge with  those  of  other  critics.  In  linguistic  analysis,  of 
course,  no  one  can  touch  him,  and  innumerable  articles 
had  been  done  on  Cummings,  for  example,  without  any- 
one's taking  the  trouble  to  check  his  vocabulary.  But  com- 
pare^ Blackmur's  discussion  of  Ezra  Pound's  A  Draft  of 
Thirty  Cantos  in  The  Double  Agent  with  that  of  Allen 
^Tate  in  Reactionary  Essays  on  Poetry  and  Ideas.  Both 
appeared  as  reviews  of  the  Cantos,  the  former  in  the 
Hound  &  Horn,  the  latter  in  the  Nation. 

Tate's  piece  begins  on  a  theme  of  ignorance  and  un- 
concern. His  first  sentence,  after  a  quotation,  is: 

One  is  not  certain  who  Messire  Laurentius  was;  one 
is  not  very  certain  that  it  makes  no  difference.  Yet  one 
takes  comfort  in  the  vast  range  of  Mr.  Pound's  ob- 
scure learning,  which  no  one  man  could  be  expected 
to  know  much  about.  In  his  great  work  one  is  con- 
tinually uncertain,  as  to  space,  time,  history. 

Tate  then  goes  on  to  reveal  "the  secret  of  his  form,"  which 
turns  out  to  be  "conversation,"  the  Cantos  are  just  a  lot 
of  rambling  talk,  ''and  that  is  what  the  poems  are  about" 
(Mr.  Tate's  italics).  Having  given  away  his  nugget,  he 
goes  on  to  discuss  the  first  Canto,  and  as  a  gloss  on  "the 
place  aforesaid  by  Circe"  writes:  "whatever  place  it  may 
be."  And  finally,  having  performed  a  feat  of  non-study, 
Tate  concludes  with  a  manifesto  for  study:  "And  the 
thirty  Cantos  are  enough  to  occupy  a  loving  and  cease- 
less study — say  a  canto  a  year  for  thirty  years,  all  thirty 
to  be  read  every  few  weeks  just  for  the  tone."  It  would  be 
hard  for  the  critical  function  to  abdicate  further. 

Blackmur's  review  is  precisely  the  opposite.  He  begins 
with  the  statement  that  the  poetry  in  the  Cantos  is  a  mask, 
what  Pound  calls  a  persona,  and  goes  into  the  etymology 
of  the  Latin  word  persona.  Then  for  twelve  pages  he 
studies  Pound's  two  principal  finished  works,  "Hugh  Sel- 
wyn  Mauberly"  and  "Homage  to  Sextus  Propertius,"  as 
clues  to  the  Cantos.  He  analyzes  the  first  poem  at  some 
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length,  among  other  things  translating  a  Capaneus  line 
Pound  quoted  in  the  Greek  and  explaining  references;  and 
he  makes  his  own  list  of  the  passages  from  Propertius 
Pound  used  in  the  second,  in  the  order  in  which  he  used 
them,  and  compares  Pound's  translation  with  the  Latin 
text  and  with  H.  E.  Butler's  literal  translation  in  the  Loeb 
Library  in  some  detail.  Then  for  another  twelve  pages 
Blackmur  summarizes  the  principal  themes  of  all  thirty 
Cantos.  In  the  course  of  this,  he  remarks: 

The  reader  has  the  choice  either  of  reading  all  the 
Cantos  as  if  they  were  similarly  straightforward  and 
self-explanatory,  or  of  going  behind  the  verses  to  the 
same  material,  or  as  much  as  he  can  discover  of  it, 
that  Mr.  Pound  himself  used.  .  .  .  But  an  active 
mind  will  not  always  stop  short  at  the  uncertain, 
however  persuasive,  when  the  ascertainable  is  at  hand. 

Meaning  that,  in  explaining  the  references  to  the  Mala- 
testa  family  in  the  Cantos,  Blackmur  refers  to  four  books 
on  them,  three  in  Italian  and  one  of  these  unpublished. 
Finally,  at  the  end  of  this  exhaustive  analysis,  he  interprets 
and  evaluates  the  poems. 

It  would  be  hard  to  find  a  better  illustration  of  the 
strength  of  Blackmur's  method,  compared  with  the  ignor- 
ance, shallowness,  and  generally  slipshod  quality  of  most 
contemporary  criticism.  If  the  comparison  seems  un- 
fair to  Tate,  it  is  only  that  he  has  been  singled  out;  the 
same  contrast  could  be  made  with  almost  anyone.  One 
might  compare  Blackmur's  chapter  "The  Later  Poetry 
of  W.  B.  Yeats"  in  The  Expense  of  Greatness  with  C.  M. 
Bowra's  sensitive  and  perceptive  chapter  on  Yeats  in  The 
Heritage  of  Symbolism.  Each  of  them  analyzes  "The  Sec- 
ond Coming,"  but  Blackmur's  study  of  the  mystical  system 
behind  it,  from  A  Vision  and  other  writings,  compared 
with  Bowra's  ignorance  of  the  system  and  lack  of  con- 
cern with  it,  gives  the  former  a  dimension  of  understand- 
ing that  the  latter  lacks.  Or  we  could  compare  Blackmur's 
chapter  on  T.  E.  Lawrence  in  The  Expense  of  Greatness 
with  any  of  the  reviews  of  Seven  Pillars  of  Wisdom,  say 
Mark  Van  Doren's  in  the  Nation,  reprinted  in  The  Private 
Reader.  (This  at  least  is  a  fair  example,  since  Van  Doren's 
critical  precepts  insist  that  the  critic  know  nothing  and 
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say  as  little  as  possible.)  All  Van  Doren  says  is  that  Law- 
rence is  "intolerably,  impossibly  complex"  and  that  some 
day  he  may  be  explained.  Blackmur  sets  out  calmly  to 
explain  him,  in  the  course  of  his  explanation  studying  the 
Letters  carefully  and  going  down  to  the  Congressional 
Library  in  Washington  to  read  the  only  copy  of  The  Mint, 
Lawrence's  other  book,  allowed  in  this  country.  Using  the 
Letters  and  The  Mint  as  clues,  he  does  the  job  of  finding 
a  meaning  (if  not  the  meaning)  in  The  Seven  Pillars  of 
Wisdorrrthat  Van  Doren  shrugged  off. 

Sometimes,  by  accident,  Blackmur  defines  the  contrast 
himself.  In  his  discussion  of  Eliot's  "Ash  Wednesday"  in 
The  Double  Agent,  he  reproaches  "so  intelligent  a  critic 
as  Mr.  Edmund  Wilson"  (one  of  Blackmur's  weaknesses 
has  always  been  an  excess  of  charity  to  his  colleagues) 
for  criticizing  the  poem  in  ignorance  of  its  Christian  sig- 
nificance, and  thus  misreading  it  fundamentally  as  a  revela- 
tion of  weakness  rather  than  of  strength.  Blackmur  ex- 
plains the  religious  meaning  of  the  holiday  Ash  Wednesday, 
the  doctrine  of  Christian  abnegation  and  humility,  the 
Christian  teachings  behind  the  Dante  passage  Eliot  quotes, 
and  so  forth.  All  are  essential  to  an  understanding  of  the 
poem.  Blaclanur  either  knew  them  or  went  and  found  out 
about  them.  Wilson  didn't  know  them  and  didn't  care. 
For  his  pains,  Blackmur  achieved  the  only  recompense  the 
critic  can  receive,  a  valid  reading,  "the  sense  of  conviction 
pervading  the  job  done,"  rather  than  Wilson's  ignorant 
misreading  or  another.  It  is  the  recompense  he  receives 
generally  for  his  hard  work,  and  it  is  well  worth  the  cost. 
Critics  like  Tate,  Bowra  (only  in  this  case,  however),  Van 
Doren,  and  Wilson  might  well  ponder  the  fable  of  the 
Ant  and  the  Grasshopper. 


2. 
Like  T.  S.  Eliot,  R.  P.  Blackmur  has  as  yet  written  no 
books  of  criticism,  merely  a  number  of  articles  and  re- 
views. Twelve  of  these  were  collected  in  The  Double 
Agent  in  1935,  another  thirteen  in  The  Expense  of  Great- 
ness in  1940,  and  at  least  another  dozen  important  pieces 
have  appeared  since,  so  that  we  may  soon  be  fortunate 
enough  to  have  another  book.  For  a  number  of  years 
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Blackmur  has  been  working  on  a  critical  biography  of 
Henry  Adams,  fragments  of  which  have  appeared  in  mag- 
azines, and  at  one  time  a  study  of  Henry  James  was  an- 
nounced. (His  other  publications  are  three  volumes  of 
verse  and  several  fugitive  pamphlets.)  Until  a  new  col- 
lection, the  Adams,  or  the  James  is  published,  his  first 
volume.  The  Double  Agent,  is  probably  the  best  example 
of  his  work  to  examine  in  detail. 

The  book's  keynote  is  set  in  the  subtitle.  Essays  in  Craft 
and  Elucidation.  Blackmur  is  probably  the  subtlest  and 
most  distinguished  close  reader  in  American  criticism  (in 
writing  a  gloss  on  a  poem  he  need  bow  only  to  William 
Empson  in  England),  and  much  of  the  book  is  simply 
brilliant  elucidation  of  texts.  The  studies  of  Cummings's 
language,  Pound's  Cantos,  Stevens,  and  Hart  Crane  al- 
ready referred  to  include  first-rate  exegeses  of  a  number 
of  difficult  poems,  as  do  the  studies  of  Marianne  Moore 
and  several  others.  Perhaps  the  best  concentrated  example 
is  the  second  section  of  the  essay  "New  Thresholds,  New 
Anatomies,"  subtitled  "Notes  on  a  Text  of  Hart  Crane." 
The  whole  section  is  an  elaborate  exegesis,  alive  to  every 
possibility  of  ambiguity,  of  a  four-line  stanza  from  "The 
Wine  Menagerie"  and  a  total  of  seven  lines  from  "Lachry- 
mae  Christi."  A  typical  example  is  Blackmur's  gloss  on 
Crane's  line:  "Thy  Nazarene  and  tinder  eyes"  in  "Lach- 
rymae  Christi": 

(Note,  from  the  title,  that  we  are  here  again  con- 
cerned with  tears  as  the  vehicle-image  of  insight,  and 
that,  in  the  end,  Christ  is  identified  with  Dionysus.) 
Nazarene,  the  epithet  for  Christ,  is  here  used  as  an 
adjective  of  quaUty  in  conjunction  with  the  noun 
tinder  also  used  as  an  adjective;  an  arrangement 
which  will  seem  baffling  only  to  those  who  under- 
estimate the  seriousness  with  which  Crane  remodelled 
words.  The  first  three  lines  of  the  poem  read: 

Whitely,  while  benzine 

Rinsings  from  the  moon 

Dissolve  all  but  the  windows  of  the  mills. 
Benzine  is  a  fluid,  cleansing  and  solvent,  has  a  char- 
acteristic tang  and  smart  to  it,  and  is  here  associated 
with  the  light  of  the  moon,  which,  through  the  word 
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"rinsings,"  is  itself  modified  by  it.  It  is,  I  think,  the 
carried-over  influence  of  benzine  which  gives  startling 
aptness  to  Nazarene.  It  is,  if  I  am  correct  for  any 
reader  but  myself,  an  example  of  syllabic  interpene- 
tration  or  internal  punning  as  habitually  practiced  in 
the  later  prose  of  Joyce.  The  influence  of  one  word 
on  the  other  reminds  us  that  Christ  the  Saviour 
cleanses  and  solves  and  has,  too,  the  quality  of  Hght. 
"Tinder"  is  a  simpler  instance  of  how  Crane  could 
at  once  isolate  a  word  and  bind  it  in,  impregnating  it 
with  new  meaning.  Tinder  is  used  to  kindle  fire, 
powder,  and  light;  a  word  incipient  and  bristling  with 
the  action  proper  to  its  being.  The  association  is  com- 
pleted when  it  is  remembered  that  tinder  is  very 
nearly  a  homonym  for  tender  and,  in  this  setting, 
puns  upon  it. 

One  of  the  techniques  on  which  Blackmur's  exegeses 
rely  is  a  preliminary  classifying,  almost  an  indexing,  of 
the  complex  material  with  which  he  intends  to  deal,  and 
this  classifying  then  has  an  independent  value  of  its  own. 
This  is  true  of  his  "exhibition  of  the  principal  subject- 
matters  in  summary  form"  of  Pound's  Cantos,  and  it  is 
even  more  true  of  his  essay  in  The  Double  Agent  on 
James's  Prefaces,  written  for  the  Hound  &  Horn  and  pub- 
lished as  an  introduction  to  the  Prefaces  when  they  were 
issued  as  The  Art  of  the  Novel.  Here  he  makes  what  he 
calls  "a  kind  of  eclectic  index  or  provisional  glossary," 
listing  and  paraphrasing  aU  the  unlocalized  major  themes, 
listing  and  paraphrasing  all  the  important  subjects  dis- 
cussed and  telling  where  they  may  be  found,  and  then 
doing  the  same  for  all  the  minor  subjects.  What  he  ends 
with  is  a  twenty-page  critical  index  of  James  on  the  art 
of  the  novel,  invaluable  aUke  to  the  beginner  as  a  way 
into  the  Prefaces,  and  to  the  specialist  as  the  essential 
groundwork  for  any  use  he  might  make  of  the  Prefaces 
More  than  the  other  varieties  of  Blackmur's  "homework," 
his  indexing  stands  up  as  a  critical  contribution  apart  from 
his  own  use  of  it. 

Blackmur  is  a  poet,  about  two  thirds  of  The  Double 
Agent  deals  with  poetry,  and  it  is  not  surprising  that  when 
he  is  not  discussing  specific  works  he  should  be  dealing 
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with  general  matters  of  poetic  technique.  (It  is  worth 
noting  that  Blackmur  rarely  writes  textual  or  linguistic 
analysis  of  prose  texts  or  discusses  general  problems  of 
prose  technique — his  essays  on  prose  works  deal  chiefly 
either  with  general  problems  of  the  artist's  consciousness, 
like  the  studies  of  T.  E.  Lawrence  and  Melville  in  The 
Expense  of  Greatness,  or  with  ideas,  particularly  moral 
ideas,  like  the  later  Dostoyevsky  and  Adams  material.) 
Blackmur  has  never  written  a  formal  poetics,  however, 
and  his  discussion  of  poetic  technique  always  arises  out 
of  specific  problems:  the  discussion  of  rhyme  accompany- 
ing the  analysis  of  Marianne  Moore's  off-rhymes  and 
buried  rhymes,  the  discussion  of  tropes  and  imagery  in 
terms  of  a  comparison  of  Stevens  with  Pound  and  Eliot 
in  the  Stevens  piece,  the  discussion  of  poetic  form  in  the 
Lawrence  chapter,  and  scattered  references  to  rhythm  and 
meter.  (Blackmur  has  never  devoted  very  much  attention 
to  metrics,  which  he  regards  as  the  most  superficial  cate- 
gory of  poetic  technique.) 

The  comparison  of  Stevens's  tropes  with  those  of  other 
poets  brings  up  another  of  the  principal  techniques  in  The 
Double  Agent,  the  comparison  of  poems  and  poets.  Black- 
mur makes  his  point  about  the  nature  of  Pound's  trans- 
lation of  Propertius,  not  by  talking  about  it  abstractly,  but 
by  comparing  it  point  for  point  with  the  Latin  text  and  a 
literal  translation.  He  shows  by  comparison  with  Pound 
and  Eliot  that  Stevens's  imagination  is  neither  visual,  like 
Pound's,  nor  dramatic,  like  Eliot's,  but  what  he  calls  rhe- 
torical, and  that  classification  is  then  the  essential  basis 
of  his  essay.  In  the  essay  on  D.  H.  Lawrence  he  illustrates 
what  he  calls  Lawrence's  "hysteria"  by  opposing  it  to  a 
passage  from  Eliot  illustrating  "controlled  hysteria,"  and 
in  the  chapter  on  Crane  he  illustrates  a  defect  of  Crane's 
sensibility  by  training  on  him  a  barrage  of  quotations  from 
Dante,  Shakespeare,  Baudelaire,  Yeats,  and  Stevens.  Black- 
mur has  never  carried  the  comparative  method  to  the 
point  Eliot  has,  where  it  seems  sometimes  to  take  the 
focus  off  the  work  under  discussion  and  carry  it  outward 
in  an  endless  spiral  of  ramifying  examples,  and  all  his 
comparisons,  used  economically  and  sometimes  discussed' 
at  great  length,  tend  to  work  efficiently  for  him. 
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The  Double  Agent  makes  little  overt  use  of  either  of  the 
two  main  founts  of  insight  in  contemporary  criticism,  psy- 
choanalysis and  Marxism,  although  there  is  a  good  deal 
of  buried  influence.  This  results  from  one  of  the  essential 
assumptions  of  Blackmur's  method,  derived  from  the  early 
Eliot  and  best  expressed  in  Blackmur's  1928  Hound  & 
Horn  study  of  Eliot,  that  criticism  must  deal  centrally 
witn  literature  as  literature,  not  as  anything  else.  Even 
wh^re  Blackmur  overtly  uses  psychology,  as  in  his  discus- 
sion of  the  "preconscious"  in  "A  Critic's  Job  of  Work"  or 
of  Lawrence's  hysterical  neurosis,  it  is  always  literary  psy- 
chology. He  is  insistent  that  he  is  not  diagnosing  Lawrence 
as  a  clinical  example,  but  that  "the  reality  in  his  verse, 
and  in  his  later  prose  ...  is  predominantly  of  the  hys- 
terical order."  On  sociological  criticism  Blackmur's  most 
significant  statement  in  The  Double  Agent  is  in  a  chapter 
entitled  "The  Dangers  of  Authorship,"  a  1934  review  of 
Malcolm  Cowley's  Exile's  Return  and  T.  S.  Eliot's  After 
Strange  Gods.  After  announcing  "With  Mr.  Cowley's  poli- 
tics I  am,  I  think,  pretty  much  in  accord,"  he  writes : 

In  making  a  political  choice,  and  in  ordering  your 
mind  so  as  to  make  that  choice  of  genuine  conse- 
quence, it  does  not  follow  that  if  you  are  a  writer 
your  new  politics  will  directly  influence  the  substance 
you  write  of.  Nor,  if  you  are  a  critic,  does  it  follow 
that  you  have  uncovered  political  exigency  as  a  prime 
standard.  The  writer,  the  artist  of  any  kind,  is,  so  far 
as  he  has  any  will  in  the  matter,  an  independent  mir- 
ror of  the  processes  of  life  which  happen  to  absorb 
him;  he  creates  by  showing,  by  representing;  and  his 
only  weapons  for  change  are  the  irony  of  the  intelli- 
gence that  can  be  brought  to  bear  on  the  contemptible 
and  the  stupid,  and  the  second  irony  of  a  second 
point  of  view,  implicit  in  his  work,  but  alien  to  that 
of  his  subject  matter.  ...  It  may  so  happen  that  an 
artist's  political  convictions  are  fundamental  to  his 
work,  when  they  will  appear  in  it  more  likely  with 
a  tacit  than  a  hortatory  strength,  as  a  radical  quali- 
fication of  the  bloodstream;  and  it  may  happen  not. 
The  artist  must  always  reserve  the  right  to  exhibit 
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what  he  sees  and  feels  of  the  human  predicament, 
and  the  only  thing  we  may  require  of  him  is  that  he 
does  not  exhibit  what  he  neither  sees  nor  feels  but 
only  thinfc,  for  political  or  other  reasons. 

His  conclusion  is  that  Cowley  and  Eliot  have  shown  us 
ways  to  "improve  our  stature  as  citizens,"  but  the  final 
aim  must  be  adding  "to  the  stature  of  our  independence 
as  artists."  In  repudiating  sociological  criticism  in  the  form 
of  "political"  criticism — that  is,  on  its  worst  terms — 
Blackmur  seems  to  be  aware  of  his  unfairness,  and  he 
keeps  protesting  that  these  social  criteria  are  valid  when 
defined  soundly  by  men  like  Cowley,  but  that  they  always 
seem  to  be  misapplied  and  belied  by  men  like  Granville 
Hicks  and  Horace  Gregory.  (One  sign  of  a  bad  conscience 
here  might  be  a  rather  amusing  slip.  He  writes:  "If  Piers 
Plowman  dealt  with  the  class  struggle,  The  Canterbury 
Tales  did  not."  Actually,  of  course,  The  Canterbury  Tales 
deals  more  patently  with  the  class  struggle  than  the  great 
majority  of  literary  works,  from  the  decay  of  feudalism 
between  Knight  and  Squire  in  the  Prologue  to  the  sharp 
class  alignments  in  most  of  the  tales.  As  Kenneth  Burke 
has  noted  about  a  similarly  poor  example  in  Wyndham 
Lewis,  the  discontinuity  of  a  poor  example,  with  all  the 
world  of  examples  to  choose  from — in  Blackmur's  case 
something  like  "Kubla  Khan"  would  have  been  pretty  safe 
— is  always  significant.) 

Irony  is  the  only  weapon  for  change  Blackmur  will 
grant,  and  his  own  use  of  irony  in  The  Double  Agent  is 
extensive.  At  one  extreme  it  turns  into  a  kind  of  humor 
(like  the  statement  that  a  charge  "has  point  but  pierces 
nothing");  at  the  other  it  is  vast  skeptical  reservation.  In 
the  last  chapter  of  the  book,  "A  Critic's  Job  of  Work," 
Blackmur  equates  irony  with  the  free  mind.  He  writes: 

Fortunately,  there  exist  archetypes  of  unindoctri- 
nated  thinking.  Let  us  incline  our  minds  like  reflec- 
tors to  catch  the  light  of  the  early  Plato  and  the  whole 
Montaigne.  Is  not  the  inexhaustible  stimulus  and  fer- 
tility of  the  Dialogues  and  the  Essays  due  as  much  as 
anything  to  the  absence  of  positive  doctrine?  Is  it  not 
that  the  early  Plato  always  holds  conflicting  ideas  in 
shifting  balance,  presenting  them  in  contest  and  evo- 
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lution,  with  victory  only  the  last  shift?  Is  it  not  that 
Montaigne  is  always  making  room  for  another  idea, 
and  implying  always  a  third  for  provisional,  adjudi- 
cating irony?  Are  not  the  forms  of  both  men  them- 
selves ironic,  betraying  in  its  most  intimate  recesses 
the  duplicity  of  every  thought,  pointing  it  out,  so  to 
speak,  in  the  act  of  self-incrimination,  and  showing  it 
not  paled  on  a  pin  but  in  the  buff  life?  .  .  .  Such  an 
approach,  such  an  attempt  at  vivid  questing,  borrowed 
and  no  doubt  adulterated  by  our  own  needs,  is  the 
only  rational  approach  to  the  multiplication  of  doc- 
trine and  arrogant  technologies  which  fills  out  the 
body  of  critical  thinking. 

With  lesser  thinkers  and  lesser  artists,  and  in  the  defec- 
tive works  of  the  greater,  Blackmur  adds:  "we  have  in 
reading,  in  criticising,  to  supply  the  scepticism  and  the 
irony."  One  of  the  ways  he  himself  supplies  this  irony 
in  The  Double  Agent  is  through  an  extreme  tentativeness. 
Here  are  some  samples: 

To  apply  this  dichotomy  to  Crane  is  not  difficult 
if  it  is  done  tentatively,  without  requiring  that  it  be 
too  fruitful,  and  without  requiring  that  it  be  final  at 
all. 

The  analogue  should  not  be  pushed,  as  its  virtue  is 
in  its  incongruity  and  as  afterthought. 

These  phrases  of  distinction  are  subject  to  correc- 
tion and  elaboration.  .  .  . 

An  approach  as  tentative  and  inconclusive  as  this  makes 
great  demands  on  the  reader,  far  more  than  criticism  gen- 
erally makes,  and  Blackmur  is  very  conscious  of  his  reader. 
He  expects  him  either  to  have  a  mind  trained  for  poetry 
or  to  turn  his  attention  deliberately  on  craft,  to  "look  and 
read  as  if  he  had  a  trained  mind."  The  aim  of  criticism, 
he  admits,  is  appreciation,  but  he  adds,  in  a  fine  Jamesian 
sentence:  "But  appreciation,  even,  can  take  measures  to 
be  certain  of  its  grounds,  and  to  be  full  should  betray  the 
constant  apprehension  of  an  end  which  is  the  necessary 
consequence,  the  proper  rounding  off,  of  just  those 
grounds."  The  two  functions  of  criticism  as  Blackmur  de- 
fines them  are  "to  promote  intimacy  with  particulars,"  and 
to  judge  the  standard  of  achievement:  that  is,  to  analyze 


210  R.    P.    BLACKMUR 

and  to  evaluate.  For  the  first  he  insists  that  criticism  must 
always  lead  the  reader  to  the  work,  and  he  writes  and 
quotes  fragments  always  with  the  idea  that  his  analysis 
will  turn  his  reader  to  the  details  of  the  poem,  rather  than 
substitute  for  it.  For  the  second,  however,  he  insists  that 
the  reader  read  with  his  mind,  not  his  eye,  that  he  expe- 
rience form  as  well  as  content,  that  he  like  poetry  as 
poetry,  that  he  bring  to  it  either  wide  knowledge  or  a 
capacity  for  taking  pains.  In  short,  the  reader  Blackmur 
sketches  out  for  himself  is  something  very  close  to  the 
ideal  reader  of  poetry,  another  poet  or  a  critic  like  Black- 
mur himself.  He  must  recognize,  of  course,  that  there  are 
too  few  of  these  to  constitute  even  his  small  public,  but 
at  least  he  can  refuse  to  compromise  for  the  others. 

It  is  in  the  mind  of  this  hypothetical  reader  that  the 
book  achieves  unity,  despite  its  nature  as  a  collection  of 
occasional  essays  and  reviews.  Besides  the  major  pieces, 
the  studies  of  Cummings,  Pound,  Stevens,  Crane,  D.  H. 
Lawrence,  Marianne  Moore,  Eliot's  post-conversion  writ- 
ing, James's  Prefaces,  and  contemporary  literary  criticism, 
there  are  three  minor  pieces:  the  joint  review  of  Cowley 
and  Eliot,  a  review  of  Granville  Hicks's  The  Great  Tradi- 
tion, and  a  review  of  some  books  on  Samuel  Butler,  all 
three  from  Hound  &  Horn.  If  the  major  pieces  make 
Blackmur's  point  positively,  the  reviews  make  it  nega- 
tively, by  showing  what  he  would  not  have  in  his  unity: 
the  extra-literary  criteria  of  Eliot's  Christianity  and  Cow- 
ley's radicalism,  the  tendentious  distortion  of  Hicks,  the 
passionless  quality  and  dogmatism  of  Butler.  The  positive 
unity  is  in  the  ambiguity  of  the  title.  The  Double  Agent,' 
nowhere  brought  to  earth  in  the  book,  but  gradually  com- 
ing meaningful  in  the  reader's  mind.  Poetry  is  a  double 
agent  (content  and  form,  the  raw  material  of  life  and  the 
shaping  imagination),  criticism  is  a  double  agent  (analysis 
and  appreciation,  intimacy  with  particulars  and  evaluation 
of  achievement),  and  poetry  and  criticism  together  are  a 
double  agent  (keyed  in  the  subtitle — craft  and  elucida- 
tion) .  The  double  agent  is  in  fact  any  pair  of  critical  terms 
— form  and  content,  structure  and  texture,  writer  and 
reader,  static  and  dynamic,  tradition  and  revolt,  expres- 
sion and  communication — and  out  of  their  interaction 
arises  a  third  thing,  the  poem,  the  essay,  or,  in  this  case, 
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Blackmur's  book.  It  is  the  final  ambiguity  of  the  title  that 
its  dichotomy  should  conceal  a  third  term  that  Blackmur 
later  faced  explicitly,  converting  all  his  duos  into  trios. 


3. 
Since  Blackmur  has  no  formal  method,  but  rather  an 
amalgam  of  qualities  and  emphases,  his  work  can  only  be 
given  a  private,  rather  than  a  historical,  genealogy — that 
is,  the  men  he  derives  from  can  be  noted.  This  is  a  com- 
pUcated  matter,  since  after  G.  Wilson  Knight,  Blackmur 
is  probably  the  most  eclectic  living  literary  critic.  Knight 
has  drawn  on  and  acknowledged  almost  every  contem- 
porary British  critic,  from  Murry  and  Read  to  Miss  Spur- 
geon  and  Miss  Bodkin,  in  addition  to  a  few  Americans. 
In  the  same  fashion  Blackmur  has  used  almost  every 
important  modern  critic  in  both  England  and  America,  al- 
though with  considerably  more  resistance,  discounting, 
and  modification. 

Any  genealogy  for  Blackmur's  approach  must  begin 
from  the  precedents  he  gives  for  Eliot's  technical  criticism 
in  his  Hound  &  Horn  study  of  Eliot.  He  points  out  there 
that  in  concentrating  solely  on  "the  facts  in  the  work  under 
consideration  as  they  are  relevant  to  Hterature  as  such," 
Eliot  is  "practically  alone  not  only  today  but  in  the  past. 
A  fragment  of  Arnold,  a  little  Coleridge,  a  little  Dryden, 
and  now  and  then  Dr.  Johnson;  and  of  these  perhaps  only 
Dry  den's  interest  was  serene  and  whole."  This  is,  of  course, 
not  true;  but  it  is  interesting  that  at  the  age  of  twenty- 
three,  thinking  of  his  own  criticism  as  deriving  from 
Eliot's,  Blackmur  should  have  made  the  list.  Some  time 
between  1928  and  1930,  when  he  called  him  "the  most 
dignified,  the  most  disciplined,  and,  I  should  have  sup- 
posed, the  most  humanistic  of  American  masters,"  Black- 
mur must  have  discovered  the  importance  of  Henry  James 
and  his  critical  Prefaces.  These  essays  supremely  fulfilled 
his  requirements  for  technical  criticism,  and  in  his  study 
of  the  Prefaces  he  refers  to  them  as  "the  most  sustained 
and  I  think  the  most  eloquent  and  original  piece  of  lit- 
erary criticism  in  existence,"  the  only  comparable  work 
being  other  James  essays.  James's  criticism  has  probably 
been  the  major  single  determinant  of  Blackmur's:  in  meta- 
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phorical  approach,  in  the  application  of  sensibility,  in  in- 
sistence on  the  high  value  of  art,  even  in  style  (as  in  the 
sentence  quoted  above  about  the  grounds  of  appreciation, 
or  almost  any  sentence  chosen  at  random  from  Blackmur's 
work).  Only  in  subject-matter  did  Blackmur  depart  mark- 
edly from  James,  in  turning  his  analysis  chiefly  on  poetry 
rather  than  prose,  and  on  the  work  of  others  rather  than 
his  own,  so  that  Blackmur's  criticism  might  be  considered 
the  application  of  James's  method  to  other  areas. 

With,  of  course,  additions.  The  first  and  probably  the 
most  important  is  the  influence  of  T.  S.  Eliot.  Note  a 
Blackmur  sentence:  "What  is  most  striking,  in  every  in- 
stance, about  this  emotion  is  the  fact  that,  in  so  far  as  it 
exists  at  all,  it  is  Mr.  Cummings'  emotion,  so  that  our 
best  knowledge  of  it  must  be,  finally,  our  best  guess."  The 
distinction,  which  is  that  between  the  poem's  emotion  and 
the  poet's  emotion,  is  almost  certainly  Eliot's  emotion- 
feeling  distinction,  but  the  style  is  also  Eliot's  critical  style: 
that  is,  an  extension  of  James's  style  at  once  more  paren- 
thetical and  hesitant,  and  syntactically  simpler,  so  that  it 
gives  an  impression  (sometimes  misleading)  of  great  com- 
plexity and  subtlety  of  thought  forced  into  the  simplicity 
of  precise  expression. 

Blackmur  has  used  many  of  Eliot's  distinctions  and  con- 
cepts, been  somewhat  influenced  by  his  style,  placed  him- 
self in  the  direct  line  of  Eliot's  technical  criticism,  and 
even  in  the  last  few  years  followed  its  shift  to  a  moral 
emphasis  ("moral  judgements  on  literature  on  grounds  that 
are  altogether  literary"  was  Blackmur's  description  of  the 
process  in  1928).  He  has  been  obsessed  with  Eliot's 
phrase:  "the  boredom,  the  horror,  and  the  glory"  beneath 
both  beauty  and  ugliness,  quoting  it  at  least  four  times 
to  my  count.  From  the  Hound  &  Horn  study  in  1928, 
when  he  praised  "the  disciplined  (and  thus  limited)  fer- 
tility of  his  ideas,"  to  a  contribution  to  Partisan  Review  in 
1944,  commenting  on  Eliot's  "Notes  toward  a  Definition 
of  Culture,"  when  he  announced  his  assent  to  most  of  the 
beliefs  Eliot  expresses  in  the  essay,  combined  with  sharp 
disagreement  with  their  unexpressed  implications,  based  on 
"supernatural  revelation  institutionalized  in  a  particular 
church,"  Blackmur's  attitude  toward  Eliot  has  been  re- 
markably consistent.  It  has  been  to  recognize  their  many 
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agreements  as  well  as  their  basic  disagreement,  to  use 
what  he  could  and  reject  the  rest. 

Another  influence  Blackmur  has  absorbed  and  disagreed 
with  fundamentally  is  that  of  Professor  Irving  Babbitt. 
His  article  "The  Discipline  of  Humanism,"  in  The  Critique 
of  Humanism,  a  symposium  edited  by  C.  Hartley  Grattan 
in  1930,  is  a  sharp  attack  on  Babbitt  and  the  neo-human- 
ists  for  "their  arrogance,  their  blindness,  and  their  cen- 
sorious ignorance,"  finding  almost  nothing  to  praise.  A 
much  fairer  account  of  his  attitude,  though,  is  the  arti- 
cle "Humanism  and  Symbohc  Imagination:  Notes  on 
Re-reading  Irving  Babbitt"  in  the  Southern  Review  for  Au- 
tumn 1941.  Announcing  his  theme  as  "the  deep  exorcism 
of  the  effort  of  understanding,"  Blackmur  defines  the  great 
limitation  of  Babbitt,  his  skimming  of  "the  exemplary"  off 
life  while  ignoring  "the  chthonic,"  and  places  it  as  part  of 
a  general  "decay  of  Christian  imagination." 

Blackmur's  formula,  however,  is  no  longer  simple  re- 
jection, but  acceptance  with  amplification  and  modifica- 
tion: "we  must  be  concerned  to  enrich  rather  than  de- 
stroy." The  chthonic  must  be  put  back,  the  totality  of  the 
Christian  imagination  must  be  restored,  but  this  time  secu- 
larized as  "the  symbolic  imagination"  of  art,  Blackmur's 
key  term  in  the  last  few  years.  Thus  Blackmur's  full  reac- 
tion to  Babbitt  is  humanism  plus  symbolic  imagination, 
and  it  is  in  terms  of  this  formulation,  even  long  before 
making  it,  that  he  used  him:  taking  Babbitt's  "moral"  con- 
cepts— discipline,  proportion,  moderation — making  them 
aesthetic  criteria  of  literary  form  rather  than  ethical  cri- 
teria of  literary  content,  and  adding  to  them  the  extra 
dimension  of  the  chthonic.  Blackmur's  association  with 
Harvard,  although  he  never  went  there,  has  been  close 
and  influential,  as  befits  a  sometime  resident  of  Cambridge 
and  editor  of  the  Hound  &  Horn,  and  Babbitt  was  a  good 
part  of  that  influence.  Of  all  the  critics  influenced  by  Bab- 
bitt, however,  perhaps  only  Blackmur  and  Francis  Fergus- 
son  avoided  both  easy  acceptance  and  easy  rejection  and 
fitted  the  man's  contribution  to  their  own  needs. 

The  influence  of  James,  Eliot,  and  Babbitt  on  Blackmur 
(as  well  as  of  Santayana,  whose  doctrine  of  "essence" 
seems  to  have  influenced  him  greatly)  has  been  largely  one 
of  attitude  and  approach;  technically,  he  has  drawn  most 
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on  quite  another  type  of  critic,  the  other  major  contem- 
porary practitioners  of  the  craft,  I.  A.  Richards,  William 
Empson,  and  Kenneth  Burke.  Blackmur  has  derived  a 
good  deal  from  Richards  ("No  literary  critic  can  escape 
his  influence,"  he  writes),  and  seems  to  respect  him  greatly, 
but  he  has  sharp  reservations  about  Richards's  scientism. 
In  The  Double  Agent,  in  the  chapter  on  Marianne  Moore 
(written  at  a  time  when  the  Richards  influence  was  most 
marked),  he  tosses  one  general  problem  to  Richards,  "who 
alone  has  the  equipment  (among  critics)  and  the  will  to 
determine,"  and  remarks  in  another  place  that  Richards's 
Mencius  on  the  Mind  is  "fascinating  but  engulfing," 
whereas  The  Meaning  of  Meaning  presents  the  opposite 
perspective,  the  ascetic  poverty  of  a  few  hundred  words 
allowed  verbal  omniscience. 

In  his  summary  evaluation  of  Richards  in  "A  Critic's 
Job  of  Work"  Blackmur  defines  Richards  as  "an  admirable 
critic,"  "whose  love  and  knowledge  of  poetry  are  incon- 
testable," but  reproaches  him  with  being  the  victim  of 
the  endless  expansion  of  the  theoretic  phase  of  practical 
literary  problems  and  with  seeking,  in  the  last  analysis,  to 
transform  literary  criticism  into  the  science  of  linguistics. 
After  agreeing  that  these  functions  are  important,  he  adds: 

But  I  want  this  criticism,  engaged  in  this  task,  con- 
stantly to  be  confronted  with  examples  of  poetry,  and 
I  want  it  so  for  the  very  practical  purpose  of  assisting 
in  pretty  immediate  appreciation  of  the  use,  meaning, 
and  value  of  the  language  in  that  particular  poetry. 
I  want  it  to  assist  in  doing  for  me  what  it  actually 
assists  Mr.  Richards  in  doing,  whatever  that  is,  when 
he  is  reading  poetry  for  its  own  sake. 

The  heart  of  Blackmur's  quarrel  with  Richards,  actually, 
is  his  remark  in  "Language  as  Gesture"  in  Accent,  Sum- 
mer 1943  (and  one  can  presume  the  emphasis  on  the  first 
word) :  "Poetry  is  the  meaning  of  meaning." 

With  William  Empson,  Richards's  disciple,  Blackmur  is 
much  more  at  home,  since  Empson  does  precisely  what 
Blackmur  called  for:  turns  Richards's  theoretic  structure 
constantly  on  poetic  texts.  Blackmur  does  not  seem  to 
have  been  much  influenced  by  Empson's  later  contribu- 
tion, the  categorical  criticism  represented  by  his  book  on 
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"pastoral,"  but  Empson's  early  work.  Seven  Types  of 
Ambiguity,  influenced  him  greatly.  His  Stevens  and  Crane 
essays  in  The  Double  Agent  are  particularly  Empsonian 
explorations  of  ambiguity,  the  almost  endless  ramification 
of  the  implications  of  poetic  vocabulary  and  imagery,  and 
he  seems  to  feel  with  Empson  that  ambiguity  is  the  focal 
point  of  poetic  effectiveness,  providing  that  it  is  formalized 
and  limited.  In  the  "Language  as  Gesture"  essay  he  sug- 
gests (crediting  Empson)  that  a  Shakespeare  word  spelled 
one  way  in  the  first  quarto,  another  way  in  the  second 
quarto  and  first  folio,  and  a  third  way  in  the  later  folios, 
in  any  spelling  carries  all  three  suggested  meanings  as 
well  as  a  fourth  (thus,  with  Empson,  tossing  most  Shake- 
speare textual  scholarship  onto  an  old  pin-point).  In  his 
essay  in  the  Yeats  Memorial  Number  of  the  Southern 
Review  Blackmur  indulges  in  an  extensive  Empsonian  pur- 
suit of  the  meanings  of  the  word  "profane"  as  used  by 
Yeats  in  "Under  Ben  Bulben,"  at  the  same  time  announc- 
ing that  he  prefers  Philip  Wheelwright's  term  "plurisigna- 
tion"  to  Empson's  "ambiguity"  and  using  it  himself. 

Alone  of  serious  contemporary  critics,  Blackmur  seems 
to  have  been  little  affected  by  Coleridge  and  the  Bio- 
graphia,  but  he  reserves  his  greatest  respect  for  the  closest 
thing  we  have  to  Coleridge,  Kenneth  Burke,  and  has  sev- 
eral times  announced  his  enlistment  under  Burke's  banner. 
In  The  Double  Agent,  where  he  quotes  him  several  times 
approvingly  on  Marianne  Moore,  the  attitude  is  apprecia- 
tive but  still  largely  resistant,  and  in  "A  Critic's  Job  of 
Work"  he  classes  him  with  C.  S.  Peirce  "for  the  buoyancy 
and  sheer  remarkableness  of  his  speculations,"  adding  that 
in  both  cases  "one  is  enlivened  by  them  without  any  neces- 
sary reference  to  their  truth."  However,  Blackmur  com- 
plains, just  as  Richards  uses  literature  as  a  springboard 
for  a  philosophy  of  value,  Burke  uses  it  as  a  springboard 
for  a  philosophy  of  moral  possibility.  He  also  suggests  as 
the  weakness  of  Burke's  method  that  it  "could  be  applied 
with  equal  fruitfulness  either  to  Shakespeare,  Dashiell 
Hammett,  or  Marie  Corelli."  (I  may  be  misreading  the 
tone  here,  since  no  judgment  is  made;  it  is  equally  the 
method's  great  strength,  and  Burke  has  since  gleefully 
admitted  the  charge.)  His  final  judgment  in  the  essay  is 
that  Burke's  method  does  not  exhaust  the  whole  of  lit- 
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erature  any  more  than  Richards's,  but  that  proper  reduc- 
tions by  users  of  Burke  make  it  extremely  pertinent  and 
fruitful. 

In  The  Expense  of  Greatness  Blackmur  continues  this 
moving  toward  Burke,  using  general  concepts  and  ap- 
proaches like  the  idea  of  implicit  form,  specialized  terms 
like  "secular  conversion,"  and  even  direct  quotes  of  re- 
marks. In  the  Southern  Review  for  Autumn  1939,  in  a 
study  of  Adams,  Blackmur  pays  Burke  almost  the  highest 
compliment  he  could  muster,  classing  him  as  an  ironist 
with  his  beloved  Montaigne.  He  writes: 

Add  candor,  add  sophistication  (to  the  imagina- 
tion) ,  and  in  so  far  as  your  mixture  is  justly  propor- 
tioned, you  will  have  an  imagination  free  enough, 
disponible  enough,  and  with  labor  informed  enough, 
to  react  directly  and  continuously  upon  society  in 
motion,  no  matter  what  the  velocity  or  what  the  bear- 
ing. The  type  is  rare.  It  is  always  ahead  of  its  genera- 
tion; and  indeed,  regardless  how  far  back  you  go 
for  your  example,  ahead  of  any  generation.  The  Mon- 
taigne of  An  Apology  for  Raimond  Sebond  is  one 
example;  Andre  Gide  may  turn  out  another;  and  in 
our  own  country,  barring  those  occasions  when  parti- 
san zeal  overtakes  him,  there  is  possibly  Kenneth 
Burke. 

Finally,  in  "Language  as  Gesture,"  a  1942  Mesures  Lec- 
ture at  Princeton,  based  almost  entirely  on  a  Burkian 
view  and  quoting  him  frequently,  Blackmur  attempted  to 
define  the  relationship  of  his  criticism  to  Burke's.  In  treat- 
ing language  as  gesture,  he  writes,  we  shall  have  made 

an  imaginative  equivalent  for  Kenneth  Burke's  more 
nearly  intellectual  thesis,  which  I  share,  that  the  lan- 
guage of  poetry  may  be  regarded  as  symbolic  action. 
The  difference  between  Mr.  Burke  and  myself  is  that 
where  he  is  predominantly  concerned  with  setting  up 
methods  for  analyzing  the_actions_-ae~4hey— are  ex- 
pressed in  the  symbol,  I  choose  to  emphasize  the 
created^^f  dead-endj^jin^  He  explores  the  puzzle 
6i  theTanguagelnlEej^rocesso^^ 
I  try  to  show  in  a  series  of  varied  and  progressive  ex- 
amples how  the  symbol  invests  the  actions  in  language 
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with  poetic  actuality.  Mr.  Burke  legislates;  I  would 
judge;  the  executive  is  between  us. 

Blackmur  has  also  drawn  explicitly  on  a  number  of 
other  critics,  among  them  Yvor  Winters  and  John  Crowe 
Ransom.  Blackmur  has  written  a  tribute  to  Winters  in 
Poetry,  November  1940,  reprinted  in  The  Expense  of 
Greatness,  at  once  appreciative  of  Winters's  moral  insight, 
"intimacy  with  the  matter-and-form  of  poetry  and  imagi- 
native prose,"  and  other  virtues;  and  sharply  critical  of 
the  absurd  formulations,  comparisons,  and  judgments  he 
gets  through  the  operation  of  "a  kind  of  mechanical  in- 
advertence." From  Winters,  Blackmur  has  chiefly  adopted 
the  dubious  concept  of  the  fallacy  of  expressive  form,  "the 
dogma  that  once  material  becomes  words  it  is  its  own  best 
form,"  and  has  used  it  consistently  through  both  books, 
centering  his  criticism  of  D.  H.  Lawrence's  poetry  on  it, 
using  it  to  demolish  writers  like  Thomas  Wolfe  and  Carl 
Sandburg,  as  well  as  bigger  game. 

From  Ransom,  Blackmur  has  taken  not  much  more  than 
the  term  "structure-texture,"  and  used  it  only  tentatively. 
At  the  same  time  not  only  Ransom  but  the  whole  Southern 
school,  particularly  Allen  Tate  and  Cleanth  Brooks,  have 
been  influenced  by  Blackmur,  all  quote  and  acknowledge 
him,  and  Ransom  introduces  him  in  the  Preface  to  The 
New  Criticism  as  the  perfect  type  of  the  "new  critic,"  at 
once  thoroughly  eclectic  and  completely  original,  and 
praises  him  in  reviews  and  articles  in  the  highest  terms. 
As  a  matter  of  fact,  the  eclectic  Blackmur  has  in  his  turn 
influenced  almost  all  contemporary  critics,  particularly  the 
younger  ones,  and  even  with  Burke  the  flow  of  suggestion 
runs  both  ways. 


4. 
In  so  far  as  R.  P.  Blackmur's  isolatable  critical  method  is 
the  taking  of  pains,  of  various  sorts  and  in  every  sense  of 
the  word,  a  few  other  contemporary  critical  techniques 
that  apply  hard  labor  are  worth  examining  for  comparison 
(although  the  majority  of  them  are  so  inferior  to  his  as 
to  be  hardly  comparable).  Most  of  these  fall  under  the 
heading  of  scholarship  and  are  considered  in  another  chap- 
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ter,  but  a  few  are  private  enough,  or  eccentric  enough,  to 
warrant  consideration  here.  As  one  might  guess  from  the 
word  "eccentric,"  foremost  among  them  is  the  criticism 
of  Ezra  Pound.  Pound's  concept  of  criticism  is  extremely 
modest;  it  is  simply  the  man  at  his  bookshelf  telling  a 
friend  what  to  read,  but  Pound  as  the  man  at  the  book- 
shelf is  willing  to  go  to  great  labor  with  his  literary  advice. 
In  Make  It  New  he  defines  five  types  of  criticism: 

1.  Criticism  by  discussion,  extending  from  mere 
yatter,  logic-chopping,  and  description  of  tendencies 
up  to  the  clearly  defined  record  of  procedures  and  an 
attempt  to  formulate  more  or  less  general  principles. 

2.  Criticism  by  translation. 

3.  Criticism  by  exercise  in  the  style  of  a  given 
period. 

4.  Criticism  via  music,  meaning  definitely  the  set- 
ting of  a  poet's  words.  .  .  .  This  is  the  most  intense 
form  of  criticism  save: 

5.  Criticism  in  new  composition. 

For  example  the  criticism  of  Seneca  in  Mr.  Eliot's 
Agon  is  infinitely  more  alive,  more  vigorous  than  in 
his  essay  on  Seneca. 

Of  these  five  types,  only  the  first  is  traditional  criticism, 
and  the  other  four  types,  all  of  which  Pound  has  at- 
tempted, tend  to  be  not  actually  a  substitute  for  critical 
discussion,  or  superior  to  it,  so  much  as  a  painstaking 
supplement  to  it,  however  suggestive  they  may  seem.^ 

Thus  in  his  first  book.  The  Spirit  of  Romance,  as  a 
prelude  to  exegesis  and  appreciative  analysis.  Pound  first 
made  fresh  translations  of  a  good  deal  of  the  material, 
from  Dante  to  The  Cid.  In  the  same  book  he  uses  his 
favorite  variety  of  "criticism  in  new  composition,"  parody, 
in  a  merciless  parody  of  Whitman's  flatulence  as  an  illus- 
tration of  his  faults.  In  A  B  C  of  Reading,  Pound  explains 
that  he  was  unable  to  translate  Catullus  and  Villon  and 

^  I  am  reminded  by  a  learned  friend  that  Thackeray's  parody  of 
Scott  in  "Rebecca  and  Rowena"  and  Debussy's  verbatim  setting  of 
Maeterhnck's  Pelleas  et  Melisande  are  respectively  the  best  criticisms 
of  Scott  and  Maeterlinck  with  which  he  is  familiar.  I  would  suggest 
that  in  both  cases  this  might  be  due  to  the  absence  of  more  adequate 
treatment  by  conventional  criticism,  which  my  friend  is  unconsciously 
remedying  in  his  own  mind  as  he  reads  the  parody  or  hears  the  music- 
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consequently  set  them  to  music;  and  he  has  also  set  Guido 
Cavalcanti  and  Sordello.  Another  laborious  type  of  criti- 
cism Pound  uses,  although  it  is  not  in  his  list,  is  criticism 
by  anthologizing,  and  in  A  B  C  of  Reading  he  devotes 
half  the  book  to  a  "corrective"  anthology  of  poetry  (chiefly 
distinguished  for  its  rescue  of  Mark  Alexander  Boyd's 
great  sonnet)  to  illustrate  his  critical  points;  and  his 
"Study  in  French  Poets,"  first  printed  in  Instigations  and 
reprinted  and  brought  up  to  date  in  Make  It  New,  relies 
chiefly  on  anthologizing  them.  Pound,  who  once  called 
himself  "an  instrument  (i.e.  a  philologist)  of  the  utmost 
refinement,"  is  patently  a  frustrated  scholar  (as  Hitler  was 
a  frustrated  artist,  perhaps),  and  the  work  he  does  in 
a  critical  article  sometimes  closely  resembles  traditional 
scholarship.  We  may  take  his  "Cavalcanti"  essay  in  Make 
It  New  as  typical:  it  includes  an  enormously  detailed  tex- 
tual study  of  one  poem,  a  survey  of  its  background  and 
sources,  several  translations,  elaborate  textual  emendation, 
and  so  on.  With  the  addition  of  his  musical  settings  and 
a  parody  or  two,  it  would  represent  all  of  Pound's  indus- 
trious method,  and  would  be,  as  much  of  Pound's  early 
work  has  been,  a  demonstration  of  how  slipshod  and  off- 
the-cuff  most  contemporary  criticism  is,  and  how  thorough 
a  study  can  be  produced  by  the  application  of  knowledge 
and  hard  work.  (The  fact  that  Pound  seems  to  be  sub- 
stantially wrong  on  Cavalcanti,  despite  all  his  labor,  would 
actually  be  irrelevant  here.  No  method  can  guarantee  "cor- 
rectness.") 

Another  critical  method  involving  homework  was  Ran- 
dolph Bourne's.  He  believed,  Van  Wyck  Brooks  tells  us  in 
his  Introduction  to  History  of  a  Literary  Radical,  that  the 
book  review  should  be  "an  independent  enquiry  with  a 
central  idea  of  its  own,"  rather  than  simply  a  discussion  of 
the  book,  and  many  of  his  best  pieces  follow  that  practice.^ 

'^This  was  not,  of  course,  a  new  theory  with  Bourne,  but  merely  a 
revival,  in  new  form,  of  one  of  the  crazes  of  nineteenth-century  re- 
viewing. Carlyle  does  it  frequently,  and  his  "Burns"  is  the  classic 
example:  a  review  that  takes  off  from  Lockhart's  Life  of  Robert  Burns 
to  write  Carlyle's  own  life  and  critical  study  of  the  poet,  ignoring 
Lockhart  after  the  first  few  pages.  Thackeray  has  satirized  the  absurdity 
of  the  method  in  a  passage  in  Pendennis,  and  unquestionably  it  was 
responsible  for  a  good  deal  of  idiocy.  Nevertheless,  it  was  also  re- 
sponsible for  a  number  of  excellent  studies  (not  the  least  of  them 
several  by  Marx  and  Engels),  and  in  Bourne's  variant  would  seem  to 
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Thus  his  review  of  Meredith  Nicholson's  The  Valley  of 
Democracy,  printed  in  History  of  a  Literary  Radical  as 
"A  Mirror  of  the  Middle  West,"  becomes  his  own  survey 
of  the  Middle  Western  mind  and  the  state  of  America,  and 
the  discussion  of  Cardinal  Newman  in  the  book  becomes 
an  essay  on  his  own  religious  views  and  beliefs.  In  the 
same  fashion  his  review  of  Mary  Fels's  Joseph  Feb  in  the 
New  Republic  in  1917  is  the  opportunity  for  a  discussion 
of  Henry  George  and  his  theories,  his  review  of  Upton 
Sinclair's  King  Coal  in  the  New  Republic  for  the  same 
year  becomes  an  aesthetic  for  sociologic  fiction,  and  his 
review  of  Hugo  Miinsterberg's  War  in  America  becomes 
a  discussion  of  the  social  implications  of  Professor  Jacques 
Loeb's  discovery  of  tropisms.  In  these,  particularly  the  Sin- 
clair review,  he  somewhat  resembles  the  Russian  critic  Do- 
brolyubov,  for  whom  a  book  was  simply  the  springboard 
for  a  political  essay,  except  that  Bourne  was  always  equally 
aware  of  the  book  as  an  important  object  in  its  own  right. 
Ideally,  granting  an  unlimited  amount  of  time.  Bourne's 
theory  implies  that  to  review  a  Hfe  of  Napoleon,  say,  the 
reviewer  would  do  his  own  research  on  Napoleon's  life 
and  then  confront  the  book  with  it.  As  a  literal  program 
it  is  not  very  practical;  as  a  theoretical  counterweight  to 
ill-informed  and  half-baked  reviewing  it  is  invaluable. 
In  an  essay  "The  Critical  Method  of  R.  P.  Blackmur,"  in 
Poetry   for  November    1938,   Delmore   Schwartz   writes: 

One  would  guess,  merely  guess,  that  whether  or  not 
he  studied  at  Harvard,  the  textual  and  philological 
approach  to  Chaucer  and  earlier  poets  by  leading 
teachers  at  that  school  may  have  suggested  a  good 
deal  to  Blackmur.  At  any  rate,  his  method  is  original 
in  the  extreme  to  which  he  has  extended  it;  and  it 
is,  in  fact,  instructive  to  analyze  Wallace  Stevens  as  if 
he  were  a  Scotch  Chaucerian  of  the   15th  century. 

Whether  or  not  Blackmur  took  over  the  Harvard  scholarly 
technique  for  criticism  (and  the  connection  still  seems  a 
little  remote) ,  it  has  been  adopted  for  the  criticism  of  con- 
temporary literature  by  a  number  of  the  younger  Harvard 
literature    professors,    among    them    F.    O.    Matthiessen, 

combine  the  ideal  of  "independent  inquiry"  with  genuine  criticism  of 
frhe  book  under  discussion. 
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Theodore  Spencer,  and  Harry  Levin.  Spencer  and  Levin 
took  advantage  of  the  manuscript  of  an  earUer  version  of 
Joyce's  Portrait  of  the  Artist  as  a  Young  Man  in  the 
Harvard  College  Library  (since  edited  by  Spencer  and 
published  as  Stephen  Hero)  to  make  detailed  technical 
comparative  studies  of  the  two  versions;  the  former  pub- 
lishing his  results  in  an  essay  in  the  Southern  Review,  the 
latter  using  his  in  his  oddly  academic  study  James  Joyce. 

Matthiessen  has  also  utilized  the  resources  of  the  Har- 
vard Library,  going  over  the  hundred  and  fifty  thousand 
words  of  Henry  James's  then  unpublished  working  note- 
books (presented  to  the  library  by  James's  nephew,  and 
since  published,  finally,  in  an  edition  by  Matthiessen  and 
Kenneth  B.  Murdock)  as  an  important  source  for  his 
study  Henry  James:  The  Major  Phase.  He  has  also  used 
the  resources  of  his  own  labors  (and  those  of  a  group  of 
his  students  who  did  "most  of  the  spade  work")  in  a 
detailed  comparative  study  of  James's  rewriting  of  The 
Portrait  of  a  Lady.  James's  revisions  of  the  three  early 
novels  for  the  New  York  Edition  of  his  works  had  previ- 
ously been  examined  haphazardly  by  critics,  and  the 
revisions  of  Roderick  Hudson  were  the  subject  of  a  schol- 
arly article  by  Helene  Harvitt  in  the  Publications  of  the 
Modern  Language  Association  for  March  1924  (the  point 
of  which  was  that  James  had  spoiled  the  book!),  but 
Matthiessen's  comparison  is  as  systematic  and  industrious 
as  the  best  scholarship  and  as  imaginative  as  the  best 
criticism.  It  is  printed  as  a  supplement,  "The  Painter's 
Sponge  and  Varnish  Bottle,"  to  Henry  James:  The  Major 
Phase,  and  deductions  from  it,  as  to  precisely  what  James 
wanted  of  his  novels  in  his  final  period,  are  an  essential 
part  of  the  book's  thesis.  It  would  be  hard  to  find  a  better 
example  than  this  of  effective  criticism  utilizing  the  hard 
work  of  scholarship  for  its  own  ends. 

Another  critic  who  has  relied  on  homework  that  misses 
being  scholarship  through  informality  is  G.  Wilson  Knight. 
Almost  all  of  Knight's  Shakespeare  criticism  has  relied 
on  one  of  the  most  elaborate  research  projects  ever  in- 
dulged in  by  a  critic.  It  is  the  polarization  of  the  whole 
of  Shakespeare's  work  in  two  columns  (although  certainly 
never  written  down  in  that  fashion),  one  of  which  could 
be  headed   "tempest"   and  the  other  "music."  Thus   all 
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winter  associations  are  tempest  and  all  summer  associations 
music,  all  sea  monsters  (Caliban)  tempest  and  all  winged 
things  (Ariel)  music,  villains  are  tempest  forces  and  heroes 
are  music  forces,  words  like  "deaf'd"  and  "clamours"  are 
tempest  words,  characters  like  Hamlet  and  Ophelia  are 
musically  out  of  tune,  and  even  animals  are  either  tempest 
beasts  or  music  beasts.  The  process  culminates  in  The 
Shakespearian  Tempest,  where  Knight  takes  a  stab  at 
finding  the  same  polarity  in  myth,  legend,  and  authors 
from  Melville  to  Eliot.  Silly  as  it  tends  to  sound  in  outline, 
the  process  is  critically  successful,  and  by  reading  all  of 
Knight's  books  (or  at  least  all  of  his  Shakespeare  books) 
as  one  vast  compilation  entitled  Tempest  vs.  Music,  the 
reader  obtains  a  great  number  of  genuine  insights. 

H.  L.  Mencken  in  his  critical  days  often  went  to  in- 
credible lengths  of  research  to  make  a  point.  In  A  Book 
of  Prefaces,  for  example,  he  mentions  the  fact  that  Conrad 
first  editions  fetched  high  prices  during  the  author's 
lifetime,  and  authenticates  it  with  a  footnote  compilation 
of  prices  in  booksellers'  catalogues  for  sixteen  books  in 
three  different  years.  Or,  in  discussing  the  attack  of  Com- 
stockery  on  Dreiser's  The  Genius,  he  studies  the  seventy- 
five  lewd  passages  found  by  the  Comstock  Society,  notes 
the  thirty-one  profane  passages  they  turned  up  (ranging 
from  three  "damns"  to  one  "God  Almighty"),  and  then 
proceeds  to  turn  up  eleven  more  profane  passages  they 
missed,  including  one  "God  strike  her  dead!"  Supplement- 
ing this,  he  prints  a  table  showing  the  results  of  a  canvass 
of  public  libraries  in  twenty-five  cities  regarding  the  num- 
ber of  Dreiser  books  represented  on  their  shelves.  Another 
of  Mencken's  research  projects  is  giving  writers  like  Irvin 
S.  Cobb  or  President  Harding  a  much  more  careful  reading 
than  they  generally  get  or  warrant,  examining  their  style 
word  by  word  and  idiocy  by  idiocy  (the  same  sort  of  thing 
that  George  Orwell  does  with  English  boys'  weeklies  and 
comic  postcards,  or,  on  a  higher  level,  than  Kenneth 
Burke  does  with  newspaper  editorials  and  Congressional 
speeches). 

Malcolm  Cowley,  who  has  inherited  something  of 
Mencken's  function  as  a  cultural  historian,  although  he 
works  in  a  much  more  literate  area,  is  also  addicted  to 
using   the   same   sort  of  eccentric   research   in   criticism. 
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Exile's  Return  will  stop  to  tabulate  the  characters  of  the 
various  little  magazines  or  quote  someone's  listing  of  the 
eccentricities  of  contemporary  writers,  and  in  a  review 
Cowley  is  apt  to  list  the  wartime  jobs  of  poets  or  make  a 
critical  point  about  Bernard  DeVoto  by  going  into  De- 
Voto's  frustrated  literary  and  social  career  at  Harvard,  or 
interrupt  a  review  of  a  book  about  the  German  occupation 
of  France  to  tell  the  story  of  the  death  of  Saint-Pol-Roux, 
or  set  the  tone  for  reviewing  a  Koestler  book  by  telling 
ironic  anecdotes  about  refugees.  Cowley's  source  is  gen- 
erally a  little  mysterious,  but  the  material  is  always  au- 
thentic and  in  his  criticism  functional.  At  the  same  time 
he  has  written  formal  cultural  history  not  only  usable  as 
a  background  for  his  own  criticism  but  available  to  others: 
the  "Literary  Calendar  1911-1930,"  giving  all  the  major 
literary  events  (as  well  as  the  best-sellers  as  ironic  counter- 
point) for  each  year,  printed  as  an  appendix  to  After  the 
Genteel  Tradition;  Exile's  Return  itself,  an  informal  history 
of  writers  and  writing  in  the  twenties,  with  its  projected 
succeeding  volumes;  and  the  articles  with  which  he  has 
inundated  the  New  Republic  and  other  magazines:  "How 
American  Writers  Earned  Their  Livings  1940-46,"  "The 
Magazine  Business  1910-1946,"  "American  Books  Over- 
seas," "American  Literature  in  Wartime,"  and  others. 
All  this  apparatus  was  excellent  for  getting  the  critical  feel 
of  a  period,  but  until  the  last  few  years  (when  he  has 
published  a  number  of  first-rate  articles)  Cowley  was 
apparently  so  busy  accumulating  it  as  to  allow  him  little 
time  for  using  it  critically. 

A  number  of  other  critical  research  projects  might  be 
mentioned  briefly:  Edmund  Wilson's  plot  summaries  and 
exegeses  are,  or  should  properly  be,  a  labor  preparatory  to 
criticism,  as  are  fuller  and  more  formal  exegeses  like  Stuart 
Gilbert's  James  Joyce's  Ulysses  and  the  rest  of  the  work 
interpreting  Joyce;  I.  A.  Richards's  experiment  with  poetry- 
readers  reported  in  Practical  Criticism  (discussed  below, 
in  the  chapter  on  Richards)  is  among  the  most  productive 
researches  in  criticism  in  our  time;  and  such  surveys  as 
Frederick  J.  Hoffman's  Freudianism  and  the  Literary  Mind 
and  Henri  Peyre's  Writers  and  Their  Critics,  if  not  quite 
scholarship  and  certainly  not  criticism,  are  a  type  of  re- 
search that  serves  criticism.  At  one  end  of  the  scale  there 
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is  a  man  like  Blackmur,  tabulating  Cummings's  use  of  the 
word  "flower,"  and  then,  by  making  as  much  from  the 
results  as  may  legitimately  be  made,  more  or  less  remov- 
ing the  fruits  of  his  labor  from  the  public  domain.  At  the 
other  extreme  there  are  writers  like  Peyre  (or  scholars  like 
Caroline  Spurgeon)  amassing  a  great  deal  of  valuable 
material  and  then  proving  flatly  incapable  of  extending  it 
to  critical  conclusions.  We  tend  to  admire  the  first  type, 
but  the  second  type  suggests  a  job  for  us  to  do  and  simpli- 
fies the  doing  of  it. 


5. 
Blackmur's  personal  qualifications  for  the  sort  of  work  he 
does,  in  so  far  as  they  can  be  deduced  from  his  criticism  or 
gleaned  from  the  very  parsimonious  scraps  of  information 
he  furnishes  magazines  for  contributors'  notes,  are  sub- 
stantial. He  has  apparently  never  attended  college,  for 
what  reason  I  do  not  know,  although  my  own  guess  would 
be  that  he  simply  felt  the  chances  of  education  to  be  better 
outside  an  institution  of  higher  learning  (Kenneth  Burke 
never  finished  college).  In  any  case,  he  is  remarkably 
learned.  He  has  enough  of  a  working  understanding  of 
architecture,  sculpture,  painting,  dance,  acting,  and  music 
to  use  them  in  his  criticism,  as  his  elaborate  discussion  of 
their  varieties  of  gesture  in  "Language  as  Gesture"  shows. 
He  has  admitted  unfamiliarity  with  German,  but  apparently 
knows  Greek,  Latin,  Italian,  and  French  with  some  fluency. 
He  is  given  to  scientific  metaphors  in  his  criticism,  ranging 
from  a  Fabre  caterpillar  to  the  theoretical  concepts  of 
field  physics,  and  he  either  had  or  acquired  for  his  study 
of  Henry  Adams  enough  of  a  usable  knowledge  of  physics 
not  only  to  follow  Adams  in  his  analogies  from  thermody- 
namics but  to  suggest  that  had  Adams  known  the  new 
physics,  quanta  and  indeterminacy,  he  never  would  have 
bothered  trying  to  use  the  science  to  symbolize  unity  and 
law.  Also  probably  for  his  Adams  study  he  has  acquired  a 
substantial  acquaintance  with  history  (at  a  lecture  at  Ben- 
nington College  on  Brooks  Adams  in  1946,  he  quoted  a 
vast  medley  of  historical  writers  from  Thucydides  and 
Vico  to  Acton  and  Toynbee)  as  well  as  politics  and 
economics. 
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For  the  past  few  years  Blackmur  has  been  in  residence 
at  Princeton,  first  as  a  staff  member  of  the  Institute  for 
Advanced  Study,  then  as  a  lecturer  in  the  Creative  Arts 
Program  under  Allen  Tate,  now  as  a  Resident  Fellow  in 
Creative  Writing.  With  the  advantage  of  not  having  at- 
tended a  college,  he  seems  to  be  seriously  interested  in 
liberal  education.  I  have  had  the  privilege  of  seeing  an 
unpublished  report  he  wrote  for  Princeton:  "Two  Practical 
Experiments  in  the  Direction  of  Common  Knowledge: 
with  a  Preface,"  suggesting  two  new  types  of  course  as 
experiments  in  integration,  which  seems  to  me  one  of  the 
most  brilliant  and  persuasive  examples  of  educational 
theory  written.  In  it  Blackmur  treats  liberal  education  as 
he  would  treat  a  problem  in  literary  criticism,  turning  on 
it  v/hat  he  would  call  "the  symbolic  imagination,"  and  his 
proposed  integrative  courses  are  "dramatistic"  along  the 
lines  of  Kenneth  Burke's  current  critical  framework,  with 
fields  of  learning  themselves  brought  into  conflict  and 
made  to  act  out  thematic  plots  and  subplots. 

Blackmur  is,  of  course,  a  working  poet,  the  author  of 
three  volumes  of  verse.  From  Jordan's  Delight  in  1937, 
The  Second  World  in  1942,  and  The  Good  European  in 
1947.  It  is  not  in  order  here  to  discuss  his  verse,  except  to 
note,  in  connection  with  his  criticism,  that  it  tends  to  be 
earnest,  moral,  frequently  ironic,  somewhat  metaphysical, 
traditional  in  form,  and  slightly  eclectic  (so  that  although 
it  is  clearly  individual  in  style,  influences  like  Yeats,  Eliot, 
and  Tate  are  discernible).  The  sparsity  of  his  poetic  out- 
put {The  Second  World  contains  only  nine  poems,  for  five 
years'  work)  seems  to  be  a  reflection,  not  of  any  thinness 
of  inspiration  or  ability,  but  of  the  same  pattern  of  con- 
scientiousness and  perfectionism  that  has  kept  the  book  on 
Adams  announced  for  at  least  a  decade  and  not  yet  forth- 
coming. 

Despite  the  shifting  emphasis,  there  has  been  a  remark- 
able continuity  in  Blackmur's  work.  His  first  important 
critical  piece,  the  Ehot  study  in  1928,  sets  the  two  principal 
themes  of  his  later  work:  criticism  by  hard  labor  and  the 
high  importance  of  art.  For  Eliot's  references  to  the  tarot 
in  The  Waste  Land  (Eliot  had  never  seen  a  pack)  Black- 
mur uses  four  authorities  on  the  tarot,  and  for  the  poem's 
anthropological   background   he   not   only   studies   From 
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Ritual  to  Romance,  but  supplements  it  with  other  an- 
thropological information,  such  as  G.  Elliot  Smith  on  gold. 
At  the  same  time  the  piece  is  a  tribute  to  the  value  of 
literature  and  particularly  to  the  value  of  the  words  that 
constitute  it,  "the  precision  and  the  indefinable  suggestive 
qualities  of  words." 

Blackmur  has  always  been  an  occasional  writer,  ap- 
parently willing  to  write  an  essay  on  demand  (note  that 
his  Hardy  and  Yeats  pieces  were  written  for  the  Hardy 
and  Yeats  issues  of  the  Southern  Review,  his  James  piece 
for  the  James  issue  of  the  Kenyon  Review,  his  first  essay 
on  humanism  for  a  symposium,  and  a  number  of  other 
articles  in  response  to  specific  occasions  or  editorial  de- 
mands). At  the  same  time  he  has  taken  advantage  of  each 
occasional  piece  to  pursue  his  own  preoccupations  and  to 
write  his  own  poem,  whatever  the  assigned  subject.  Par- 
tisan Review,  for  example,  polled  him  in  two  symposia,  an- 
swering Seven  Questions  on  American  Writing  in  1939, 
and  commenting  on  an  Eliot  article  in  1944.  He  took  ad- 
vantage of  the  former  opportunity  to  sketch  out  his  aes- 
thetic, and  of  the  latter,  five  years  later,  as  though  con- 
tinuing the  essay,  to  explore  its  social  and  theological 
implications.  In  Grattan's  symposium  against  the  human- 
ists, Blackmur  demolishes  them  with  the  affirmation  of  his 
two  familiar  principles:  that  "Great  knowledge,  obtained 
by  great  labor,  of  the  particular  subject  is  necessary,"  and 
the  presence  of  "insight,  imagination  and  discipline"  in  any 
true  art  and  criticism. 

For  an  occasional  writer,  Blackmur  has  allowed  himself 
to  engage  in  surprisingly  little  polemic,  and  that  little  con- 
cerned never  with  the  man  but  always  with  the  principle 
involved.  He  has  apparently  a  great  distaste  for  the  kind 
of  needling  of  personality,  or  the  mating  combat  of  male 
elks,  that  passes  for  literary  controversy  with  us.  When 
Blackmur  reviewed  Robert  Frost  in  the  Nation  in  1936 
and  Bernard  DeVoto,  as  an  embattled  Frostite,  promptly 
called  him  a  fool,  so  far  as  I  know  Blackmur  did  not  reply; 
nor  has  he,  to  my  knowledge,  ever  replied  either  to  such 
moderate  attacks  on  his  work  as  that  of  Howard  Mumford 
Jones  in  the  Saturday  Review  of  Literature  in  1941  or  such 
stupid  and  intemperate  attacks  as  those  of  Alfred  Kazin 
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in  On  Native  Grounds  and  Harry  Levin  in  the  New  Re- 
public, December  30,  1940.  On  the  other  hand,  to  Gran- 
ville Hicks's  statement  in  The  Great  Tradition:  "And  the 
criticism  of  such  men  as  ...  R.  P.  Blackmur  resembles 
the  impassioned  quibbling  of  devotees  of  some  game," 
Blackmur  did  make  a  kind  of  rejoinder.  He  reviewed 
the  book  in  Hound  &  Horn  (reprinted  in  The  Double 
Agent  as  "Heresy  within  Heresy"),  achieving  a  beautiful 
and  utter  demolition,  on  the  central  issue  of  Marxism  versus 
Hicks's  application  of  it,  and  then  quoted  at  the  end  of 
the  review,  without  comment  and  with  a  wonderful  irony, 
the  book's  statement  about  himself.  Announcing  that  he 
regarded  Marxism  "revised  by  a  clearer  dialectic  manipulat- 
ing enormously  augmented  data"  as  a  sound  economic 
(just  as  he  had  previously  announced  his  substantial  accord 
with  Malcolm  Cowley's  radical  politics),  Blackmur  pro- 
ceeded to  explore  the  poverty  of  Hicks's  readings  of  Amer- 
ican literature  in  terms  of  it,  in  the  course  of  the  review 
managing  to  write  the  sharpest  criticism  of  the  weakness  of 
most  Marxist  criticism  with  which  I  am  familiar.  As  the 
obverse,  he  proceeded  as  always  to  affirm  his  own  values: 
"the  independent  mind,"  pluralism,  skepticism,  and  the 
imaginative  understanding  of  man. 

Blackmur's  basic  metaphor  for  criticism  might  be  ex- 
pressed as  the  image  of  the  stage  magician  sawing  a 
woman  in  half.  During  the  performance  one  has  the 
illusion  that  she  is  cut  up,  but  afterwards  she  springs  up 
whole  and  untouched  to  take  a  bow.  Blackmur  writes: 
"Analysis,  in  these  uses,  does  not  cut  deep,  it  does  not 
cut  at  all;  it  merely  distinguishes  particulars;  and  the 
particulars  must  be  re-seen  in  their  proper  focus  before  the 
labor  benefits."  In  another  place,  making  the  metaphor 
clearer: 

What  is  that  but  to  make  an  ex  post  facto  dissec- 
tion, not  that  we  may  emblam  the  itemised  mortal 
remains,  but  that  w^  may  intellectually  understand  the 
movement  of  parts  and  the  relation  between  them  in 
the  living  body  we  appreciate.  Such  dissection  is  imag- 
inative, an  act  of  the  eye  and  mind  alone,  and  but 
articulates  our  knowledge  without  once  scratching 
the  flesh  of  its  object. 
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The  poetry  itself,  he  insists,  is  never  really  touched  with 
the  scalpel,  and  it  is  interesting  to  note  that  the  same 
metaphor  for  criticism,  dissection  that  does  not  really 
dissect,  was  used  by  A.  C.  Bradley  in  his  Introduction  to 
Shakespearian  Tragedy.  In  keeping  with  this  sense  of  the 
dissection  as  something  visual  rather  than  physical,  Black- 
mur's  typical  imagery  for  criticism  is  not  cutting  but  light. 
Criticism  is  "elucidation,"  "Let  us  incline  our  minds  like 
reflectors  to  catch  the  light,"  the  poetic  object  is  "revealed 
or  elucidated,"  a  word  is  "illuminating,"  a  passage  "lucid," 
and  so  on.  As  Blackmur's  criticism  becomes  increasingly 
dramatistic,  more  and  more  the  imagery  suggests  foot- 
lights or  spotlights  illuminating  the  drama  performed  by 
the  work. 

Blackmur  has  written  one  essay  formally  on  criticism, 
"A  Critic's  Job  of  Work"  in  The  Double  Agent,  and  has 
scattered  innumerable  dicta  on  criticism  all  through  his 
work.  These  unite,  irrespective  of  the  date,  to  make  a 
reasoned  critical  aesthetic,  centering  in  the  metaphor  of 
imaginary  dissection,  the  metaphor  of  lighting,  and  the 
central  concepts  of  imagination,  craft,  irony,  responsibility 
and  expense.  Blackmur  has  defined  criticism  as  "the  formal 
discourse  of  an  amateur,"  has  insisted  that  "any  rational 
approach  is  valid  to  literature  and  may  properly  be  called 
critical  which  fastens  at  any  point  upon  the  work  itself," 
but  has  also  warned:  "we  are  ramified  entirely  in  the 
criticism  of  critics,  and  end,  each  of  us,  where  we  began — 
in  kissing,  without  zest,  our  favourite  cow."  He  adds: 

Some  critics  make  a  new  work  of  art;  some  are  psy- 
chologists; some  mystics;  some  politicians  and  reform- 
ers; a  few  philosophers  and  a  few  literary  critics 
altogether.  It  is  possible  to  write  about  art  from  all 
these  attitudes,  but  only  the  last  two  produce  anything 
properly  called  criticism;  criticism,  that  is  without  a 
vitiating  bias  away  from  the  subject  in  hand.  The 
bastard  kinds  of  criticism  can  have  only  a  morpho- 
logical and  statistical  relation  to  literature:  as  the 
chemistry  of  ivory  to  a  game  of  chess. 

Sometimes  Blackmur  is  very  humble  about  the  critical 
function:   "We  can  detach  certain  notions  which  we  call 
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basic — though  we  may  mean  only  that  they  are  detachable 
— as  clues  to  better  reading";  or: 

There  remains  the  common  labour  of  literary  criti- 
cism: the  collection  of  facts  about  literary  works,  and 
comment  on  the  management,  the  craft  or  technique, 
of  those  works;  and  this  labour,  in  so  far  as  it  leaves 
the  reader  in  the  works  themselves,  is  the  only  one 
in  itself  worth  doing. 

But  in  his  formula  for  "the  good  critic"  it  is  easy  to  see 
not  only  the  difficulty  and  rarity  of  the  task  done  well,  but 
its  high  value  and  essential  importance  to  even  the  greatest 
art.  He  writes: 

A  good  critic  keeps  his  criticism  from  becoming 
either  instinctive  or  vicarious,  and  the  labour  of  his 
understanding  is  always  specific,  like  the  art  which 
he  examines;  and  he  knows  that  the  sum  of  his  best 
work  comes  only  to  the  pedagogy  of  elucidation  and 
appreciation.  He  observes  facts  and  delights  in  dis- 
criminations. The  object  remains,  and  should  remain, 
itself,  only  made  more  available  and  seen  in  a  clearer 
light.  The  imagination  of  Dante  is  for  us  only  equal 
to  what  we  can  know  of  it  at  a  given  time. 

Blackmur  has  always  insisted  on  the  tremendous  im- 
portance of  art,  but  the  new  emphasis  on  this  theme  in 
his  recent  work  gives  him  almost  a  secular  religion  of  art, 
like  Joyce's  or  Henry  James's.  Besides  Blackmur,  only 
James  would  be  apt  to  write  "in  craft,  all  values  lie,"  and 
mean  it  on  two  levels;  not  only  that  craft  expresses  them 
but  that  craft  is  them.  Despite  his  "loss  of  access  to  a 
supernatural  order,"  Blackmur  still  assumes  the  radical 
imperfectibility  of  man,  but  its  application  turns  out  to  be 
essentially  artistic,  typified  by  the  curious  statement  he 
made  on  an  Invitation  to  Learning  program  on  The  Educa- 
tion of  Henry  Adams  in  1941.  To  a  characteristically  super- 
ficial remark  of  Mark  Van  Doren's  about  Adams  as  a 
"failure,"  Blackmur  replied:  "I  think  a  great  part  of  the 
failure  was  merely  the  failure  that  goes  with  making  any 
very  great  effort  of  the  imagination." 

Along  with  this  has  come  a  new  attitude,  almost  mystic, 
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toward  art.  The  familiar  pathetic  fallacy  of  a  book's  "say- 
ing" or  "doing"  something  becomes,  in  Blackmur's  hands, 
almost  literal,  so  that  quite  apart  from  Dostoyevsky,  who 
was  saving  him  for  another  book,  Raskolnikov  happens  to 
meet  Marmeladov  in  a  tavern  and  brings  him  and  his 
family  into  Crime  and  Punishment,  or  Raskolnikov  would 
have  invented  Porfiry  "had  he  not  turned  up  of  his  own 
accord."  A  work  really  seems  to  attain  a  life  and  will  of  its 
own,  and  Blackmur  is  apt  to  say  of  meanings,  in  a  short- 
hand metaphor  teetering  on  the  edge  of  animism:  "neither 
Yeats  nor  his  poem  may  have  intended  to  apply  all  of 
them." 

This  is  accompanied  by  a  new  mysticism  of  the  "triple," 
a  further  development  of  The  Double  Agent's  constant 
"doubles"  ("my  point  about  Mr.  Damon's  work  is  typical 
and  double,"  "The  advantage  of  the  technical  approach  is 
I  think  double,"  etc.).  The  "triples"  first  turned  up  obses- 
sively in  the  Dostoyevsky  pieces.  The  essay  on  The  Idiot 
announces  on  the  first  page:  "Thus  we  have  a  double, 
perhaps  a  triple,  drama  in  the  finished  book,"  and  con- 
cludes with  a  discussion  of  the  work  "at  all  three  levels  of 
meaning — the  intellectual,  the  narrative,  and  the  imagina- 
tive." The  essay  on  Crime  and  Punishment  announces  in 
the  opening  paragraph  that  the  novel  has  three  impacts,  a 
"triple  significance,"  and  that  the  reader  must  rebuild  them 
analytically,  to  which  project  the  rest  of  the  essay  is 
devoted.  The  Wallace  Stevens  review,  noting  Stevens's 
triad,  the  three  phases  of  the  "supreme  fiction,"  even  the 
three-lined  stanzas,  makes  Blackmur's  new  preoccupation 
explicit.  He  writes: 

A  triad  makes  a  trinity,  and  a  trinity,  to  a  certain 
kind  of  poetic  imagination,  is  the  only  tolerable  form 
of  unity.  I  think  the  deep  skills  of  imagination,  by 
which  insights,  ideas,  and  acts  get  into  poetry,  thrive 
best  when  some  single,  pressing  theme  or  notion  is 
triplicated.  It  is  not  a  matter  of  understanding,  but  of 
movement  and  of  identification  and  of  access  of  being. 
The  doublet  is  never  enough,  unless  it  breeds.  War 
and  peace  need  a  third  phase,  as  liquid  and  ice  need 
vapor  to  fill  out  and  judge  the  concept  of  water,  as 
God  the  Father  and  God  the  Son  need  the  Holy 
Ghost,  or  hell  and  heaven  need  purgatory,  or  act  and 
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place  need  time.  The  doublet  needs  what  it  makes. 
This  is  a  habit  of  the  creative  mind. 

This  triad  is  basically,  as  Blackmur  notes,  the  Christian 
Trinity,  but  it  is  equally  the  essentially  dramatic  dialectic, 
whether  Greek,  Hegelian,  or  Marxist  (and  it  may  even  be, 
as  Edmund  Wilson  suggests  of  the  Marxist  dialectic  gen- 
erally, originally  based  on  the  male  genitalia). 

The  key  words  for  the  new  emphasis,  as  has  been  sug- 
gested above,  are  "imagination"  and  "symbolic  imagina- 
tion"; and  "intellect"  is  reduced  to  a  minor  role.  Yeats's 
unity  is  an  "imaginative"  unity,  produced  out  of  "great 
imaginative  generalizing  power";  "imagination — and  I 
mean  the  artist's  imagination" — is  superior  to  fears  and 
temptations;  "It  is  imagination,  not  intellect,  that  is  the 
charity  of  the  understanding,"  the  intellect  that  sins  and 
the  imagination  that  redeems;  "the  movements  of  the  intel- 
lect are  accidental  and  intermittent,"  whereas  the  imagina- 
tion "is  the  will  of  things  and  continuous."  Blackmur  insists 
that  the  artist  creates  moral  value  "out  of  the  actual  and 
by  means  of  imagination";  that  "imagination,  in  the  end, 
is  the  sole  persuader";  that  "A  frankly  provisional, 
avowedly  conventional  imagination  is  the  only  superra- 
tional  authority  we  can  muster";  that  "science  must  im- 
plement the  policy  of  the  imagination,"  and  so  forth. 
(These  quotations  are  lifted  from  widely  different  essays.) 

The  point  of  Blackmur's  mature  criticism  of  Babbitt 
and  the  humanists  is  that  their  errors  arise  out  of  "the 
decay  of  Christian  imagination,  the  voiding  of  religious 
imagination  of  any  description,"  that  the  only  contem- 
porary substitute  for  this  is  "the  symbolic  imagination," 
which  is  the  only  expression  of  "grace"  and  is  itself  our 
form  of  "grace,"  so  that  a  satisfactory  humanism  would 
include  its  stated  elements  and  the  symbolic  imagination. 
The  emphasis  of  Blackmur's  proposed  courses  for  Prince- 
ton is  entirely  on  producing  in  the  student  "an  act  of 
imaginative  integration";  the  emphasis  of  his  Bennington 
lecture  on  Brooks  Adams  is  on  Adams's  maturing  from 
the  rigidity  of  absolute  historical  law  to  "a  more  imagina- 
tive power  of  generalizing  history."  In  Blackmur's  "Notes 
on  Four  Categories  in  Criticism,"  a  recent  piece,  the 
fourth  and  highest  category,  far  beyond  the  other  cate- 
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gories  that  were  earlier  preoccupations  (the  formal,  the 
linguistic,  and  the  ulterior  or  determined),  is  "the  sym- 
bolic imagination"  and  the  ultimately  "real,"  which  shines 
through  "the  actual,"  is  "the  symbol": 

What  writing  drags  into  being  and  holds  there  while 
the  writing  lasts  may  be  called  the  experience  of  the 
actual;  what  writing  creates — what  goes  on  after  the 
writing  has  stopped — may  sometimes  be  called  sym- 
bol. It  is  symbol  when  it  stands,  not  for  what  has  been 
said  or  stated,  but  for  what  has  not  been  said  and 
could  not  be  said,  for  what  has  been  delivered  by  the 
writing  into  what  seems  an  autonomous  world  of  its 
own.  Symbol  is  the  most  exact  possible  meaning,  al- 
most tautologically  exact,  for  what  stirred  the  words 
to  move  and  what  the  moving  words  made.  Symbol 
stands  for  nothing  previously  known,  but  for  what  is 
"here"  made  known  and  what  is  about  to  be  made 
known.  If  symbol  stands  for  anything  else  than  itself 
continuing,  it  stands  for  that  within  me  the  reader 
which  enables  me  to  recognize  it  and  to  illuminate  it 
with  my  own  experience  at  the  same  moment  that 
what  it  means  illuminates  further  corridors  in  my 
sense  of  myself. 

It  is  in  terms  of  the  implications  of  this  lofty  evaluation 
of  art  and  the  symbolic  imagination,  almost  a  mystic 
religion,  that  we  can  perhaps  best  summarize  and  evaluate 
Blackmur's  work.  Pointed  one  way,  it  is  precious,  snob- 
bish, out-of-the-world;  in  general,  dilettantish.  It  is  easy 
enough  to  find  evidence  for  a  general  charge  of  dilettantism 
in  Blackmur's  work.  He  is  snobbish  enough  to  announce 
that  our  mass  consumption  culture  has  succeeded  in  pro- 
ducing an  art  without  standards,  that  America  suffers  from 
never  having  had  "a  dominant  class  in  our  society  which 
has  set  a  high  value  on  the  aesthetic  mode  of  understanding 
or  expressing  human  life,"  and  that  "the  democratization 
of  the  audience,  if  continued  unchanged,  will  make  the 
artist's  true  interest  either  intolerable,  incomprehensible, 
or  unavailably  remote."  He  is  precious  enough  to  discuss 
a  Yeats  symbol  as  "an  enantiosis"  and  "an  enantiodromia," 
as  though  he  were  writing  for  an  audience  familiar  with 
the  classical  tropes.  His  tentativeness  and  scrupulousness 
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sometimes  become  the  most  maddening  sort  of  backing- 
and-filling,  as  where  he  writes:  "This  essay  proposes  to 
approach  Herman  Melville  altogether  gingerly  and  from 
behind  the  safe  bulwark  of  his  assured  position — whatever 
that  is — in  American  literature — whatever  that  may  be." 
His  specialization  and  discrimination  are  sometimes  a  kind 
of  candy-box  picking-and-choosing  ("the  early  Plato," 
"The  Critical  Prefaces  of  Henry  James,"  "The  Shorter 
Poems  of  Thomas  Hardy,"  "The  Later  Poetry  of  W.  B. 
Yeats" — my  italics),  and  sometimes,  as  in  the  last  named, 
his  focus  is  so  exclusive  you  can  hardly  see  it  with  the 
naked  eye.  His  opening  announces:  "The  later  poetry  of 
William  Butler  Yeats  is  certainly  great  enough  in  its  kind, 
and  varied  enough  within  its  kind,  to  warrant  a  special 
approach,  deliberately  not  the  only  approach,  and  deliber- 
ately not  a  complete  approach." 

Blackmur's  weakness  for  the  refined  sometimes  inhibits 
his  appreciation  of  the  not-so-refined,  as  where  he  finds 
Melville  oracular  and  flatulent,  ruined  by  the  Gothic 
novel,  and  implies  that  he  prefers  the  dramatistic  James; 
or  praises  John  Wheelwright's  poetry  in  a  review  to  the 
dispraise  of  William  Carlos  Williams's  on  the  issue  of 
form;  or,  in  writing  like  James,  falls  to  imitating,  not  the 
strength  and  subtlety  of  James's  style,  but  the  mincing, 
gingerbread  aspects  it  has  when  it  fails,  and  the  reader 
of  those  Blackmur  sentences  has  to  hack  his  way  with  a 
machete  through  the  appositional  clauses  and  the  single 
words  set  off  by  commas.  Sometimes  instead  of  analyzing 
poetry,  Blackmur  fusses  with  it  and  rewrites  it,  changing 
the  order  of  the  stanzas  in  a  Dickinson  poem  (he  has  the 
grace  to  admit  "one  feels  like  writing  the  poem  oneself — 
the  basest  of  all  critical  temptations"),  or  toying  with 
other  titles  Dostoyevsky  might  have  given  The  Idiot.  And, 
finally,  for  the  ultimate  feature  of  dilettantism,  there  is 
the  fact  that  he  has  done  so  much  reviewing  and  occa- 
sional writing,  and  written  no  books. 

And  yet,  overshadowing  each  of  these  frivolous  aspects, 
there  is  an  opposing  habit  or  trait  showing  Blackmur's 
essential  seriousness.  To  balance  the  snobbishness  there  is 
his  eloquent  insistence  on  the  social  responsibility  of  the 
artist  in  such  pieces  as  "A  Feather-Bed  for  Critics,"  and 
the  ultimate  social  function  assigned  to  art  and  criticism 
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implicit  in  his  doctrine  of  dealing  with  reactionary  social 
formulas  "not  by  pulling  down  the  shades,  but  by  the  deep 
exorcism  of  the  effort  of  understanding."  Weighed  against 
the  preciousness  there  is  the  naked  humility  of  the  state- 
ment answering  a  Partisan  Review  symposium:  "I  believe 
that  it  is  due  to  my  own  defects — of  style  and  sensibihty 
and  scope — that  my  audience  is  so  limited;  I  have  no 
personal  justification  for  complaint."  There  is  the  addi- 
tional humility,  in  the  Princeton  proposals,  of  the  idea 
that  "common  knowledge  must  be  held  variously,  even 
doubtfully,  as  a  process  of  discovery";  in  the  Bennington 
lecture,  of  the  ideal  as  "a  composed  balance  of  eccentric- 
ities"; in  the  general  doctrine  of  "imaginative  scepticism 
and  dramatic  irony."  He  writes  in  "A  Critic's  Job  of 
Work:" 

we  ought  scrupulously  to  risk  the  use  of  any  con- 
cept that  seems  propitious  or  helpful  in  getting  over 
gaps.  Only  the  use  should  be  consciously  provisional, 
speculative,  and  dramatic.  The  end-virtue  of  humility 
comes  only  after  a  long  train  of  humiliations;  and  the 
chief  labour  of  humbling  is  the  constant,  resourceful 
restoration  of  ignorance.  ♦ 

Outweighing  all  the  tentativeness  and  finickiness  is  the 
one  certainty:  of  the  high  and  absolute  value  of  art  and 
the  human  imagination.  The  same  essay  affirms: 

The  arts  serve  purposes  beyond  themselves;  the 
purposes  of  what  they  dramatise  or  represent  at  that 
remove  from  the  flux  which  gives  them  order  and 
meaning  and  value;  and  to  deny  these  purposes  is  like 
asserting  that  the  function  of  a  handsaw  is  to  hang 
above  a  bench  and  that  to  cut  wood  is  to  belittle  it. 

Against  the  specialization  sometimes  becoming  over- 
specialization,  we  may  put  the  fact  that,  with  Empson, 
Blackmur  is  the  sharpest  and  closest  reader  of  poetry  we 
have,  and  that  a  similar  lack  of  specialization  has  kept 
their  respective  masters,  Richards  and  Burke,  so  preoc- 
cupied with  the  ramifications  of  their  theories  that  they 
have  never  been  able  to  devote  a  comparable  portion  of 
their  time  to  applying  them  to  poetic  texts.  To  weigh 
against  the  overrefinement,  we  may  note   an  increasing 
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tendency  in  Blackmur  to  confront  and  appreciate  the 
flatly  unrefined,  the  sordidness  of  Dostoyevsky  and  the 
coarseness  of  Yeats  balancing  the  endless  good  taste  of 
writers  like  Adams  and  James.  We  might  also  note  here, 
in  terms  of  refinement,  the  way  Blackmur's  irony  increas- 
ingly shades  into  humor  in  the  recent  work.  Compare  an 
early  academic  joke  with  a  later  development  to  broad  and 
informal  comedy: 

Mr.  Munson  does  not  here  cry  Mahabharata,  nor 
even  Mahabracadabra;  he  is  perforce  restrained,  since 
he  is  dealing  with  critics,  to  the  less  stringent  vocables. 
Babbitt!  More!  and  a  final  ghostly  Arnold!  Arnold! 
.  .  .  with  perhaps  as  a  prevalent  echo  of  equivalence 
the  faint  "susurrus  of  his  subjective  hosannah."  (1930) 

But  Mr.  Kidder  is  on  a  different  track;  he  puts  phi- 
losophy at  a  discount  only  by  inadvertence — because 
he  does  not  happen  to  tackle  it;  and  you  have  the 
feeling  in  reading  him  that  if  only  someone  had 
reminded  him  of  it  in  his  early  days — ^when  his  educa- 
tion was  formed — he  would  have  used  it  all  through 
his  paper.  (1941) 

[of  Calder  illustrations  to  The  Rime  of  the  Ancient 
Mariner]  you  see  only  their  heads,  which  look  like 
radiator-cap  sculpture  in  1934,  or  late  exiles  return- 
ing. The  Albatross  is  in  a  hurry  to  be  a  sitting  duck, 
and  succeeds.  (1947) 

Writing  poetry  may  have  given  Blackmur  a  tendency  to 
rewrite  poetry  instead  of  criticizing  it,  but  it  has  also 
given  him  an  almost  unerring  taste  (with  minor  exceptions, 
in  my  view,  noted  above)  so  that  a  1937  review  of  nine 
poets  will  unerringly  single  out  for  praise  Aiken  and 
Stevens,  from  a  jungle  of  Housman,  Masters,  Sandburg, 
Prokosch,  and  others,  and  single  out  only  their  best  work. 
It  has  also  given  him  the  ability,  as  well  as  the  courage,  to 
note  the  parts  in  the  work  of  writers  like  Yeats  and  Dos- 
toyevsky that  are  "ad-libbing,"  letting  the  "pen  run  where 
it  would  in  the  hope  of  something  turning  up."  Finally, 
for  the  charge  that  he  has  written  no  books,  it  can  only 
be  said  that  in  a  more  important  sense  both  his  books, 
organized  around  the  unity  of  the  ideas  and  practices  here 
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discussed,  are  as  clearly  integrated  and  large-scale  work 
as  any  other  major  volumes  of  criticism. 

In  the  final  judgment,  Blackmur  is  as  far  from  critical 
dilettantism  as  anyone  can  get.  He  writes  in  "A  Critic's 
Job  of  Work:" 

My  own  approach,  such  as  it  is,  and  if  it  can  be 
named,  does  not  tell  the  whole  story  either;  the  reader 
is  conscientiously  left  with  the  poem  with  the  real 
work  yet  to  do;  and  I  wish  to  advance  it — as  indeed 
I  have  been  advancing  it  seriatim — only  in  connection 
with  the  reduced  and  compensated  approaches  I  have 
laid  out;  and  I  expect,  too,  that  if  my  approach  is 
used  at  all  it  will  require  its  own  reduction  as  well  as 
its  compensations. 

If  that  is  the  standard  by  which  he  asks  to  be  judged,  and 
it  is  a  good,  if  modest,  one,  we  can  only  say  that  as  much 
of  the  whole  story  as  can  be  told,  or  as  much  of  the  real 
work  as  can  be  done,  by  a  critic  combining  wide  learning, 
hard  labor,  imaginative  brilliance,  and  humble  honesty, 
Blackmur  has  done.  That  statement  seems  to  call  for 
neither  reduction  nor  compensation. 


CHAPTER  8 


William  Empson 

and  Categorical  Criticism 


The  simplest  way  to  define  the  progress  of  William  Emp- 
son's  criticism  is  to  say  that  it  has  moved  from  a  primary 
concern  with  what  John  Crowe  Ransom  calls  "texture"  to 
a  primary  concern  with  what  Ransom  calls  "structure." 
This  formulation  might  not  be  agreeable  to  Ransom, 
whose  chief  charge  in  a  discussion  of  Empson's  work  in 
The  New  Criticism  is  overconcern  with  texture,  but  Ran- 
som only  discussed  Empson's  first  book.  Seven  Types  of 
Ambiguity,  and  the  development  came  with  the  second, 
Some  Versions  of  Pastoral.  With  the  new  book  Empson 
moved  into  a  basically  structural  area,  the  implications  of 
the  category  "pastoral,"  and  although  it  is  much  less  showy 
and  less  discussed  than  his  work  with  ambiguity  and  the 
ramifications  of  meaning,  I  would  isolate  it,  at  least  for 
our  purppses  here,  as  his  chief  contribution  to  modern 
criticism. 

The  appearance  of  Seven  Types  of  Ambiguity  in  1930, 
by  an  unknown  youngnian  in  hjs_ta[enties,  was  a  major - 

^crrticql  event^^j^  book"^red  to  treat  what  ha^L-always 
beenregarded  as  a  deliciency  of  poetryV  imprecision  of 
meanmg,  as  poetry's  chief  virtue;  it  announced  that  am- 

*biguities  could  be  classified  into  seven  types  and  proceeded 
so  to  classify  them  (although  its  title  constituted  an  ironic 
eighth,  and  its  classification  suggested  innumerable  others); 
and  still  worse,  it  read  poetry  in  a  way  and  at  a  length  no 
one  had  ever  read  it  before.  Actually,  of  course,  in  finding 
ambiguity  the  core  of  poetic  significance,  Empson  was 
not  stating  a  new  doctrine.  As  far  back  as  the  third  or 
fourth  century  B.C.,  the  unknown  Demetrius  wrote  in 
On  Style:  "As  wild  beasts  gather  their  limbs  together  for 
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an  attack,  so  language  also  should  gather  itself  as  it  were 
into  a  coil  to  acquire  force."  From  Demetrius'  "coiled 
language"   to   Empson's    "any^consequence   of  language, 

Jhoweyer  slight,  that  adds  some  nimncg"Tcrlhe~^ttfe^state- 
ment    is  not  very  far,  the  dilterence  lying  principally  in 

"^Empson's  determination  to  explore  the  types  and  variety 
of  coil.  He  writes: 

r      Thus  a  word  may  have  several  distinct  meanings; 

I  several  meanings  connected  with  one  another;  several 

/  meanings  which  need  one  another  to  complete  their 

/   meaning;  or  several  meanings  which  unite  together 

/    so  that  the  word  means  one  relation  or  one  process. 

/     This  is  a  scale  which  might  be  followed  continuously. 

/      "Ambiguity"  itself  means  an  indecision  as  to  what 

I      you  mean,  an  intention  to  mean  several  things,  a  prob- 

V     ability  that  one  or  other  or  both  of  two  things  has 

been  meant,  and  the  fact  that  a  statement  has  several 

meanings. 

For  Empson,  ambiguity  is  a  form  ofjdra3]3ati£jrony^  at 
one  extreme  enco^mpa^sing.„th£_fu5l^.SSjo^l  at  the 

other  simpFy  the  inadequacy  of  bad  craft.  "These  methods," 
he  admits,  "may  be  used  to  convict  a  poet  of  holding  mud- 
dled opinions  rather  than  to  praise  the  complexity  of  the 
order  of  his  mind,"  and  he  announces  the  criteria  for 
distinguishing  between  good  and  bad  ambiguities: 

In  so  far  as  an  ambiguity  sustains  intricacy,  delicacy, 
or  compression  of  thought,  or  is  an  opportunism 
devoted  to  saying  quickly  what  the  reader  already 
understands,  it  is  to  be  respected.  ...  It  is  not  to  be 
respected  in  so  far  as  it  is  due  to  weakness  or  thinness 
of  thought,  obscures  the  matter  in  hand  unnecessarily 
...  or,  when  the  interest  of  the  passage  is  not 
focussed  upon  it,  so  that  it  is  merely  an  opportunism 
in  the  handling  of  the  material,  if  the  reader  will  not 
easily  understand  the  ideas  which  are  being  shuffled, 
and  will  be  given  an  impression  of  incoherence. 

Nevertheless,  Empson  sees  ambiguity  collecting  precisely 
at  the  points  of  greatest  poetic  effectiveness,  and  finds  it 
breeding  a  quality  he  calls  ''tension."  which  we  piif^ht 
Dhrase  as  the  ]poefrc 'Impact  itselt.  He  writes: 
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Most  of  the  ambiguities  I  have  considered  here  seem 
to  me  beautiful;  I  consider,  then,  that  I  have  shown 
by  example,  in  showing  the  nature  of  the  ambiguity, 
the  nature  of  the  forces  which  are  adequate  to  hold  it 
together.  ...  I  wish  only,  then,  to  say  here  that 
such  vaguely  imagined  "forces"  are  essential  to  the 
totality  of  a  poem,  and  that  they  cannot  be  discussed 
in  terms  of  ambiguity,  because  they  are  complemen- 
tary to  it.  But  by  discussing  ambiguity,  a  great  deal 
may  be  made  clear  about  them.  In  particular,  if  there 
is  contradiction,  it  must  imply  tension;  the  more 
prominent  the  contradiction,  the  greater  the  tension; 
in  some  way  other  than  by  the  contradiction,  the  ten- 
sion must  be  conveyed,  and  must  be  sustained. 

An  ambiguity,  then,  is  not  satisfying  in  itself,  nor 
is  it,  considered  as  a  device  on  its  own,  a  thing  to  be 
attempted;  it  must  in  each  case  arise  from,  and  be 
justified  by,  the  peculiar  requirements  of  the  situation. 
On  the  other  hand,  it  is  a  thing  which  the  more  inter- 
esting and  valuable  situations  are  more  likely  to 
justify. 

The  "seven  types"  themselves  are  more  or  less  arbitrary. 
Empson  writes:  "My  seven  types,  so  far  as  they  are  not 
merely  a  convenient  framework,  are  intended  as  stages  of 
advancing  logical  disorder."  Although  he  noMiereremarics 
on  it,  tfiey*Tnave-nOi  only  from  simplicity  to  complexity, 
but  in  addition  generally  from  lesser  to  greater  poetic 
richness.  The  types  are  almost  meaningless  apart  from  their 
context  of  discussionr  aiidEmpsoWjoa^^ 
fefmallyrTturio^give^ome  idea"  of  "the  sequence  I  shall 
dtternpt  to  abstract  Empson's  definitions  (a  paraphrase 
differing  somewhat  from  this  may  be  found  in  John  Crowe 
Ransom's  The  New  Criticism  pp.  119,  120): 

1.  When  a  word,  a  syntax  or  a  grammatical  struc- 
ture, while  making  only  one  statement,  is  effective  in 
several  ways  at  once. 

2.  When  two  or  more  meanings  all  add  to  the  single 
meaning  of  the  author. 

3.  When  two  ideas,  which  are  connected  only  by 
being  both  relevant  in  the  context,  can  be  given  in  one 
word  simultaneously. 
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4.  When  two  or  more  meanings  of  a  statement  do 
not  agree  among  themselves,  but  combine  to  make 
clear  a  more  complicated  state  of  mind  in  the  author. 

5.  When  the  author  is  discovering  his  idea  in  the 
act  of  writing,  or  not  holding  it  all  in  his  mind  at  once, 
so  that,  for  instance,  there  is  a  simile  which  applies  to 
nothing  exactly,  but  lies  half-way  between  two  things 
when  the  author  is  moving  from  one  thing  to  the 
other. 

6.  When  a  statement  says  nothing,  by  tautology,  by 
contradiction,  or  by  irrelevant  statements,  if  any;  so 
that  the  reader  is  forced  to  invent  statements  of  his 
own  and  they  are  liable  to  conflict  with  one  another. 

7.  When  the  two  meanings  of  the  word,  the  two 
values  of  the  ambiguity,  are  the  two  opposite  mean- 
ings defined  by  the  context,  so  that  the  total  effect  is 
to  show  a  fundamental  division  in  the  writer's  mind. 

''Empson  is  indebted  to  I.  A.  Richards,  his  teacher  at 
Cambridge,  for  the  two  basic  assumptions  behind  Seven 
Types  of  Ambiguity:  that  poetry  is  substantially,  if  not 
entirely,  a  matter  of  communicated  meanings;  and  that 
its  meanings  are  as  open  to  analysis  as  any  other  aspect  of 
human  experience,  or,  as  Empson  phrases  it,  "the  reasons 
that  make  a  line  of  verse  likely  to  give  pleasure,  I  believe, 
are  like  the  reasons  for  anything  else;  one  can  reason  about 
them."  (In  essence,  of  course,  this  is  a  phrasing  of  Dewey's 
"continuity"  principle. )  If  the  assumptions  of  Seven  Types 
of  Ambiguity  are  largely  from  Richards,  its  applications  are 
most  complete  for  Shakespeare.  Shakespeare  is  the  supreme 
ambiguist,  not  so  much  from  the  confusion  of  his  ideas 
and  the  muddle  of  his  text,  as  some  scholars  believe,  as 
simply  from  the  power  and  complexity  of  his  mind  and 
art.  Empson  reads  a  line  of  Shakespeare  quite  literally 
against  a  potential  background  of  every  other  line  he 
wrote,  noting  "how  much  work  the  reader  of  Shakespeare 
is  prepared  to  do  for  him,  how  one  is  helped  by  the  rest 
of  his  work  to  put  a  great  deal  into  any  part  of  it."  At 
the  same  time  he  also  reads  the  line  with  the  whole  corpus 
of  biographical  and  historical  information  and  literary 
reference  suspended  in  his  mind.  Here  is  a  typical,  and 
much  quoted,  example,  interpreting  the  figure  in  the  son- 
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net  line  "Bare  ruined  choirs,  where  late  the  sweet  birds 
sang" : 

the  comparison  is  sound,  because  ruined  monastery 
choirs  are  places  in  which  to  sing,  because  they  in- 
volve sitting  in  a  row,  because  they  are  made  of  wood, 
are  carved  into  knots  and  so  forth,  because  they  used 
to  be  surrounded  by  a  sheltering  building  crystallised 
out  of  the  likeness  of  a  forest,  and  coloured  with 
stained  glass  and  painting  like  flowers  and  leaves, 
because  they  are  now  abandoned  by  all  but  the  grey 
walls  coloured  like  the  skies  of  winter,  because  the 
cold  and  Narcissistic  charm  suggested  by  choir-boys 
suits  well  with  Shakespeare's  feeling  for  the  object  of 
the  Sonnets,  and  for  various  sociological  and  historical 
reasons  ("for  oh,  the  hobbyhorse  is  forgot,"  and  the 
Puritans  have  cut  down  the  Maypoles),  which  it 
would  be  hard  now  to  trace  out  in  their  proportions; 
these  reasons,  and  many  more  relating  the  simile  to 
its  place  in  the  Sonnet,  must  all  combine  to  give  the 
line  its  beauty,  and  there  is  a  sort  of  ambiguity  in 
not  knowing  which  of  them  to  hold  most  clearly  in 
mind. 

The  relation  of  Empson's  method  to  traditional  vShake- 
speare  scholarship  has  been  touched  on  above  (in  the 
chapter  on  Caroline  Spurgeon),  but  a  further  exploration 
of  it  here  is  in  order.  In  discussing  his  second  type  of 
ambiguity,  two  meanings  both  meant  by  the  author  (that 
is,  the  serious  pun),  Empson  suddenly  confesses  that  he 
got  most  of  his  complicated  and  particularly  Empsonian 
readings  of  Shakespeare  in  the  chapter  out  of  the  Arden 
text,  that  they  are  the  traditional  readings  of  scholarship. 
He  got  them,  however,  by  an  odd  method:  when  a  scholar 
^aJdl^eitheiL_.i_.i_i^jQj;i2_att^^ 

ar's  reading  with  his  own,  Empson  generally__jaid^"bo^ 
.  .  .jmd^  finding  both  or  all  the  disputed  meanings  legiti- 
mately implied  in  the  text.  His  assumptions  about  most  of 
the  odd  Shakespeare  words  that  scholarship  has  assumed 
are  misprints  and  found  it  necessary  to  amend  include 
three  possible  theories:  that  Shakespeare  so  corrected  and 
revised  his  manuscripts  (despite  Heminge  and  Condell) 
that  the  printer  couldn't  read  them;  or  that  he  deliberately 
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wrote  a  meaningless  word  that  fell  between  several  mean- 
ingful words,  as  Joyce  does  in  Finnegans  Wake,  to  make 
the  reader  think  of  them  all;  or  that  he  actually  never 
blotted,  and  simply  put  down  the  approximate  word  rather 
than  stop  and  lose  his  thought,  perhaps  hoping  to  have  a 
chance  to  fix  it  some  time. 

In  contrast  to  these  assumptions,  or  any  other  "working 
notion  of  what  this  unique  mind  must  have  been  like 
when  in  action,"  traditional  Shakespeare  scholarship,  Emp- 
son  claims,  simply  rejects  everything  unclear  as  a  mis- 
print. Thus  it  reduces  plurality  of  meaning  and  ambiguity 
to  one  simple  meaning,  thinning  out  Shakespeare;  or  it 
works  back  to  Shakespeare's  original  draft,  what  he  wrote 
first,  on  paper  or  in  his  head,  and  then  modified  as  too 
simple  and  obvious;  or  it  proceeds  "to  hack  out  of  the 
quarry  a  small  poem  of  one's  own."  That  is,  Empson  be- 
lieves that  in  one  way  or  another  Shakespeare's  poetic 
cruces  are  serious  puns  and  ambiguities,  and  that  in  one 
way  or  another  scholarship  has  been  engaged  in  canceling 
them  out.i  (The  only  suggestion  that  can  be  made  to  any 
reader  who  finds  these  ideas  far-fetched  or  absurd  is  that 
he  read  Empson's  argument,  with  its  detailed  analysis  of  a 
half-dozen  very  persuasive  illustrations.) 

The  Shakespeare  analysis  is  probably  the  showiest  thing 
in  the  book,  but  perhaps  the  most  valuable  ultimately  is 

^  A  typical  expression  of  the  scholar's  attitude  of  petulant  bewilder- 
ment in  the  face  of  conscious  poetic  ambiguity  can  be  found  in  Robert 
Bridges's  notes  to  his  edition  of  his  friend  Hopkins's  poetry.  Bridges 
writes: 

Here,  then,  is  another  source  of  the  poet's  obscurity;  that  in  aim- 
ing at  condensation  he  neglects  the  need  that  there  is  for  care  in  the 
placing  of  words  that  are  grammatically  ambiguous.  English  swarms 
with  words  that  have  one  identical  form  for  substantive,  adjective, 
and  verb;  and  such  a  word  should  never  be  so  placed  as  to  allow  of 
any  doubt  as  to  what  part  of  speech  it  is  used  for;  because  such 
ambiguity  or  momentary  uncertainty  destroys  the  force  of  the  sen- 
tence. Now  our  author  not  only  neglects  this  essential  propriety  but 
he  would  seem  even  to  welcome  and  seek  artistic  effect  in  the  con- 
sequent confusion  and  he  will  sometimes  so  arrange  such  words  that 
a  reader  looking  for  a  verb  may  find  that  he  has  two  or  three  am- 
biguous monosyllables  from  which  to  select,  and  must  be  in  doubt 
as  to  which  promises  best  to  give  any  meaning  that  he  can  wel- 
come; and  then,  after  his  choice  is  made,  he  may  be  left  with  some 
homeless  monosyllables  still  on  his  hands.  Nor  is  our  author  appar- 
ently sensitive  to  the  irrelevant  suggestions  that  our  numerous  homo- 
phones cause;  and  he  will  provoke  further  ambiguities  or  obscurities 
by  straining  the  meaning  of  these  unfortunate  words. 
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a  single  remark  foreshadowing  Empson's  later  categorical 
method.  Analyzing  a  double  sestina  of  Sidney's,  he  remarks 
that  the  six  end  words,  each  of  them  repeated  thirteen 
times  in  the  poem,  are  "the  bones  of  the  situation";  "it  is 
at  these  words  only  that  Klaius  and  Strephon  pause  in 
their  cries;  these  words  circumscribe  their  world."  What 
Empson  implies  is  that  the  sestina  form  itself,  instead  of 
being  a  mechanical  and  difficult  fixed  form  into  which  the 
poet  fits  his  content  (as  in  Ransom's  poetics),  is  actually 
the  heart  of  the  content,  that  the  form  is  the  attitude  being 
expressed  toward  death.  "This  form  has  no  direction  or 
momentum;  it  beats,  however  rich  its  orchestration,  with 
a  wailing  and  immovable  monotony,  for  ever  upon  the 
same  doors  in  vain."  One  step  farther,  and  Empson  would 
propose  calling  a  "sestina"  any  poem,  written  in  any  form, 
that  treats  tragedy  with  stoic  acceptance  or  unresolved 
mournfulness  (as  opposed,  say,  to  the  elegy,  where  the 
mournfulness  is  resolved).  Which  is  precisely  what  his  next 
book  was  to  do  with  "pastoral." 

Seven  Types  of  Ambiguity  has  a  number  of  other  things 
of  value.  Most  obvious,  page  after  page  contains  certainly 
the  most  elaborate  and  probably  the  finest  close  reading 
of  poetry  ever  put  down,  the  fantastic,  wonderful,  and 
almost  endless  spinning  out  of  implications  and  linguistic 
possibilities.  There  is  not  space  for  any  quotation  long 
enough  to  do  justice  to  it,  but  the  paragraph  above  on 
"bare  ruined  choirs"  can  suggest  the  proportionately  more 
elaborate  treatments  of  a  whole  line,  a  stanza,  or  a  poem. 
These  readings  depend  not  only  on  taking  up  the  charge 
"ambiguous"  and  flaunting  it  as  a  banner,  transformed  into 
a  praiseworthy  feature,  but  on  accepting  things  generally 
rejected  all  along  the  line.  If  there  is  a  single  secret  to 
Empson,  it  is  this  conversion  of  the  negative  into  the 
positive,  the  trick  of  "Okay,  so  it  is.  All  the  better."  Emp- 
son folds  Shakespeare's  particular  wickedness,  the  pun  or 
quibble,  to  his  bosom;  it  is  a  focus  of  meaning,  not  a  dis- 
traction. He  loves  a  misprint;  it  is  intelligent  and  illumi- 
nating because  it  suggests  buried  meanings.  He  is  perfectly 
willing  to  accept  the  charge  of  Shakespeare's  homosexual- 
ity, and  goes  ofl"  immediately  into  its  possible  relation  to 
his  taste  for  puns,  "a  feminine  pleasure  in  yielding  to  the 
mesmerism  of  language."  He  will  confront  frankly  the 
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shocking  sensual  imagery  of  metaphysical  religious  poetry 
— Crashaw's  tribute  to  the  chastity  of  St.  Teresa  in  the 
buried  imagery  of  copulation,  or  his  image  of  Christ's 
wound  as  a  bloody  teat,  at  which  "The  Mother  then  must 
suck  the  Son" — it  furnishes  fine  examples  of  the  seventh 
type  of  ambiguity. 

Empson  even  accepts,  for  Socratic  purposes,  all  the 
charges  that  can  be  made  against  his  method.  At  one  point 
he  says  "the  practice  of  looking  for  it  [ambiguity]  rapidly 
leads  to  hallucinations,  as  you  can  train  yourself  always 
to  hear  a  clock  ticking,"  and  in  another  place: 

A  literary  conundrum  is  tedious,  and  these  mean- 
ings are  only  worth  detaching  in  so  far  as  they  are 
dissolved  into  the  single  mood  of  the  poem.  Many 
people  would  say  that  they  cannot  all  be  dissolved, 
that  an  evidently  delicate  and  slender  Sonnet  ought 
not  to  take  so  much  explaining,  whatever  its  wealth 
of  reference  and  feeling,  that  Shakespeare,  if  all  this 
is  true,  wrote  without  properly  clarifying  his  mind. 

(Which  intelligent  and  reasonable  hypothetical  criticism  he 
then  answers  in  a  progression  of  "One  might  protest  .  .  . 
One  might  apologize  ...  Or  it  may  boldly  be  said.  .  .  .") 
The  other  major  charge,  that  analysis  mars  beauty  (cf. 
Blackmur's  facing  of  the  same  thing  in  the  metaphor  of 
the  woman  sawed  in  half),  Empson  admits  even  more 
bluntly: 

Critics,  as  "barking  dogs,"  on  this  view,  are  of  two 
sorts;  those  who  merely  relieve  themselves  against  the 
flower  of  beauty,  and  those,  less  continent,  who  after- 
wards scratch  it  up.  I  myself,  I  must  confess,  aspire 
to  the  second  of  these  classes;  unexplained  beauty 
arouses  an  irritation  in  me,  a  sense  that  this  would 
be  a  good  place  to  scratch  .  .  .  while  it  may  be  true 
that  the  roots  of  beauty  ought  not  to  be  violated,  it 
seems  to  me  very  arrogant  of  the  appreciative  critic 
to  think  that  he  could  do  this,  if  he  chose,  by  a  little 
scratching. 

Empson  has  distinguished  himself  frankly  from  the  "ap- 
preciative" critic  as  the  "analytic"  critic,  and  he  some- 
times writes  as  though  he  were  actually  the  second  sort  of 
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dog,  blind  to  appreciation  and  the  indefinables  of  poetry, 
as  wliere  he  boasts  of  having  converted  something  "magi- 
cal" through  analysis  into  something  "sensible."  Never- 
theless, Empson  has  stated  the  assumptions  of  his  method 
more  explicitly  than  almost  any  other  critic,  and  these 
assumptions  point  ultimately  only  at  appreciation,  but  ap- 
preciation through  understanding.  He  writes: 

In  claiming  so  much  for  analysis  I  shall  seem  to  be 
aligning  myself  with  the  "scientific"  mode  of  literary 
criticism,  with  "psychological"  explanations  of  every- 
thing, and  columns  of  a  reader's  sensitivity-coeffi- 
cients. There  is  coming  into  existence  a  sort  of  party- 
system  among  critics;  those  critics  will  soon  be  con- 
sidered mere  shufflers  who  are  not  either  only 
interested  in  Truth  or  only  interested  in  Beauty;  and 
Goodness,  the  third  member  of  that  indissoluble  trin- 
ity, has  somehow  got  attached  only  to  truth,  so  that 
aesthetes  are  expected  to  profess  a  playful  indifference 
to  the  principles  on  which  they  in  fact  (one  is  to  as- 
sume) order  their  own  lives. 

At  the  same  time  he  is  equally  explicit  about  the  tentative- 
ness  and  the  ultimate  reservations  implicit  in  his  own 
method: 

In  wishing  to  apply  verbal  analysis  to  poetry  the 
position  of  the  critic  is  like  that  of  the  scientist  wish- 
ing to  apply  determinism  to  the  world.  It  may  not  be 
valid  everywhere;  though  it  be  valid  everywhere  it 
may  not  explain  everything;  but  in  so  far  as  he  is  to 
do  any  work  he  must  assume  it  is  valid  where  he  is 
working,  and  will  explain  what  he  is  trying  to  explain. 

Only  the  reader  of  Seven  Types  of  Ambiguity  can  know 
how  enormously  valid  the  concept  seems  to  be,  and  how 
much  it  explains,^ 

^  Late  in  1947  Empson's  long-awaited  revision  of  Seven  Types  oi 
Ambiguity  appeared  and,  unhappily,  turned  out  to  be  rather  disap- 
pointing. Many  things  of  value  were  added,  particularly  a  Preface  to 
the  new  edition  explaining  the  intentions  with  which  the  book  was 
written  and  defending  it  in  detail  against  criticisms  it  had  received.  A 
"few  bits  of  analysis"  regarded  as  trivial  or  distracting  were  cut  out, 
as  were  "jokes  which  now  seem  to  me  tedious";  sources  were  given  for 
quotations,  connections  were  filled  in,  a  summary  of  chapters  and  an 
index  were  added,  errors  were  corrected,  and  a  number  of  footnotes 
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Empson's  second  book,  Some  Versions  of  Pastoral  (pub- 
lished in  this  country  as  English  Pastoral  Poetry  in  1938) 
appeared  in  England  in  1935.  Since  it  will  be  discussed 
below  in  some  detail,  we  need  only  note  here  that  it  con- 
tinued all  the  features  of  Seven  Types,  going  even  farther 
in  close  reading  of  ambiguity,  while  adding  a  number  of 
further  developments  and  emphases.  The  new  book  con- 
centrated on  a  category,  the  "pastoral,"  that  Empson  ab- 
stracted from  its  stylistic  features  as  a  form  and  converted 
into  a  mode,  a  complicated  ironic  attitude,  found  in  lit- 
erature of  the  widest  disparity.  Empson  thus  demolished 
the  worn  critical  counters  "form"  and  "content,"  even  as 
used  artificially  for  purposes  of  analysis,  by  a  critical 
approach  which  refused  to  admit  the  two  as  separate  en- 
tities, treating  the  thing  traditionally  called  form  as  con- 
tent and  vice  versa.  His  approach  was,  unofficially,  a 
Gestalt  one  to  the  totality  of  the  poem  as  a  whole,  and  his 
term  "pastoral,"  used  as  an  organic  and  dynamic  concept, 
extended  and  emplified  "ambiguity"  to  the  point  where 
it  was  a  critical  mechanism  for  treating  the  whole  work 
rather  than  coiled  high  spots. 

explaining  or  extending  the  argument  were  added.  All  of  these  gains 
are  somewhat  outweighed,  however,  by  the  bulk  of  the  corrections, 
which  consist  of  rather  scornful  footnotes  quibbling  with  what  he  had 
to  say  in  the  book  or  expressing  his  current,  more  conservative,  view: 
"it  was  stupid  of  me,"  "a  folly  on  my  part,"  "the  reason  for  the  clum- 
siness here,"  "I  now  think  this  example  a  mare's  nest,"  "I  seem  to 
have  missed  the  point,"  and  so  forth.  Empson  remarks:  "I  was  sur- 
prised that  there  was  so  little  of  the  book  I  should  prefer  to  change," 
and  it  is  true  that  the  only  serious  changes  of  position  seem  to  be  a 
narrowing  of  the  concept  of  ambiguity,  from  that  which  "adds  some 
nuance  to  the  direct  statement  of  prose"  to  that  which  "gives  room 
for  alternative  reactions  to  the  same  piece  of  language,"  and  a  greater 
inclination  to  believe  that  a  Shakespearian  ambiguity  may  in  fact  be  a 
misprint.  The  thing  chiefly  disturbing  is  the  new  tone  of  professorial 
conservatism,  the  apologies  of  an  author  grown  seventeen  years  older 
for  his  earlier  wildness  and  flippancy.  (In  the  Preface,  Empson  quotes 
Max  Beerbohm's  remark  about  revising  one  of  his  early  works,  how  "he 
tried  to  remember  how  angry  he  would  have  been  when  he  wrote  it 
if  an  elderly  pedant  had  made  corrections,  and  how  certain  he  would 
have  been  that  the  man  was  wrong,"  but  the  joke  has  too  much  bite 
to  be  very  funny.)  In  some  respect  the  revised  edition  of  Seven  Types 
oi  Ambiguity  is  a  real  improvement  on  the  old  one:  it  is  much  im- 
proved stylistically  and  much  clearer  (this  may  be  Empson's  Basic 
training),  it  is  better-informed,  it  is  much  more  dialectic,  and  it  may 
even  be  generally  sounder.  There  is  no  question,  however,  that  some- 
thing very  important  has  been  lost. 


and  Categorical  Criticism  247 


2. 
The  statement  to  begin  an  analysis  of  Some  Versions  of 
Pastoral  with  is  Empson's  announcement  in  the  first  chap- 
ter that  the  book  is  sociology.  He  says  of  his  aim:  "Prob- 
ably the  cases  I  take  are  the  surprising  rather  than  the 
normal  ones,  and  once  started  on  an  example  I  follow  it 
without  regard  to  the  unity  of  the  book.  Certainly  it  is 
not  a  solid  piece  of  sociology;  for  that  matter  many  of* 
the  important  social  feelings  do  not  find  their  way  into 
literature."  "Social  feelings"  is  the  important  phrase  here, 
for  the  book  is  actually  devoted  to  observing,  from  a 
relativistic  historical  view,  the  way  attitudes  find  expres- 
sion in  varieties  of  the  ironic  form-content  complex  he 
calls  "pastoral."  It  is  a  quest,  in  Kenneth  Burke's  phrase, 
for  "the  permanent  forms  that  underlie  changing  historical 
emphases."  This  permanent  form,  the  pastoral,  is  at  once 
a  philosophy,  a  social  attitude  or  feeling,  an  ironic  am- 
biguity, a  propaganda  subject,  and  a  stylistic  device,  and 
in  fact  it  must  be  all  those  things  together  or  it  is  nothing. 
The  key  word  for  pastoral  is  "simple."  Empson  defines  it 
in  one  place  as  "simple  people  expressing  strong  feelings 
in  learned  and  fashionable  language,"  in  another  as  "the 
praise  of  simplicity,"  in  a  third  as  "putting  the  complex 
into  the  simple."  He  defines  the  paradoxical  essence  of 
pastoral  as  "the  refined  thing  must  be  judged  by  the  fun- 
damental thing,  strength  must  be  learnt  in  weakness  and 
sociability  in  isolation,  the  best  manners  are  learnt  in  sim- 
ple life,"  and  in  another  place  writes:  "If  you  choose  an 
important  member  of  a  class  the  result  is  heroic;  if  you 
choose  an  unimportant  one  it  is  pastoral." 

Essentially,  Empson's  pastoral  category  is  the  artificial 
cult  of  simplicity,  the  literary  equivalent  of  Marie  An- 
toinette and  her  ladies-in-waiting  cavorting  on  the  green- 
sward dressed  as  milkmaids.  He  must  have  reached  it 
through  a  process  of  abstraction,  noting  that  the  rustic 
background,  the  sheep,  and  the  greenery  of  poetry  tradi- 
tionally called  pastoral  are  merely  superficial  trappings, 
and  that  what  all  the  examples  of  the  form  have  in  com- 
mon basically  is  an  attitude.  From  this  it  is  only  one  step 
to  noting  that  other  examples  of  literature  far  from  the 
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pastoral  are  ways  of  expressing  this  attitude  too,  some  of 
them  simply  forms  characteristic  of  other  days,  including 
our  own,  and  lumping  them  in  with  pastoral  too,  A  pas- 
toral poem  is  then  not  a  poem  about  shepherds,  but  a 
poem  that  acts  like  the  old  pastorals  about  shepherds. 
The  seven  chapters  of  the  book  (what  is  Empson's  passion 
for  the  mystic  number,  incidentally?)  are  simply  seven 
versions  of  pastoral  poetry.  The  first,  and  most  shocking 
to  the  reader  full  of  conventional  notions,  is  on  prole- 
tarian literature,  and  uses  the  incongruity  of  its  concept 
of  the  fictional  proletarian  as  a  glorified  pastoral  swain  to 
define  the  irony  of  the  category.  The  other  six  versions  of 
pastoral  are  only  slightly  less  shocking:  the  subplot  in 
double-plot  drama;  a  Shakespeare  sonnet  discussing  aris- 
tocracy; Marvell's  "The  Garden";  Paradise  Lost;  The  Beg- 
gar's Opera;  and  Alice  in  Wonderland  ("The  Child  as 
Swain").  Moving  more  or  less  chronologically  through 
English  literature,  after  the  first  chapter,  the  book  shows 
the  changes  rung  on  the  pastoral  idea  through  the  cen- 
turies: constituting  a  lower-level  repetition  of  the  heroic 
story  in  drama;  permitting  an  ironic  reversal  in  Shake- 
speare's sonnets;  used  to  resolve  contradictions  in  Marvell; 
turned  theological  ("the  innocence  of  man  and  nature") 
in  Milton;  urbanized  in  Gay;  and  used  as  regression  to 
presexuality  in  Lewis  Carroll. 

This  is,  of  course,  a  social  progression,  and  Empson 
draws  heavily  on  sociology,  chiefly  of  the  Marxist  variety, 
to  elucidate  the  social  origins  and  function  of  each  variety. 
The  chief  exercise  in  this  analysis  is  the  chapter  on  "Pro- 
letarian Literature,"  which  at  the  same  time  repudiates 
most  of  the  so-called  proletarian  literature  Empson  has 
seen,  and  outlines  some  valid  concepts  for  proletarian  lit- 
erature, both  of  a  variety  functioning  in  capitalist  culture 
and  a  variety  that  might  flower  in  a  socialist  culture.  At 
the  same  time  he  "class-angles"  a  number  of  works,  from 
the  /Eneid  as  a  "political  puff"  for  Augustus  (quoting 
Pope)  and  the  "bourgeois  ideology"  of  Gray's  "Elegy"  (a 
wonderful  section)  to  the  class  basis  of  fairy  tales,  border 
ballads,  and  the  work  of  Louis-Ferdinand  Celine.  In  fact, 
Empson  uses  class  analysis  all  through  the  book,  noting 
that  ironical  humor  is  a  device  for  reconciling  one  to 
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being  ruled,  that  a  play  includes  heroic  plot  and  pastoral 
subplot  to  show  "a  proper  and  beautiful  relation  between 
rich  and  poor,"  that  parody  operates  as  a  social  catharsis, 
relieving  audiences  of  their  impulse  to  oppose  more  seri- 
ously (it  is  thus  a  device  for  disarming  criticism,  both 
social  and  artistic,  rather  than  for  criticizing) ,  and  so  forth. 

Marx  is  mentioned  only  once  in  the  book,  in  connection 
with  the  statement  that  references  to  money  in  The  Beg- 
gar's Opera  are  at  least  as  scornful  of  it  as  those  in  Timon, 
which  he  "analysed  with  so  much  pleasure."  Nevertheless, 
the  book  is  implicitly  Marxist  throughout,  something  that 
only  Kenneth  Burke  seems  to  have  perceived,  noting  that 
"the  Marxist  emphasis  has  given  a  new  dimension  to  his 
work,"  and  estimating:  "One  will  look  long  among  the 
writings  of  most  self-professed  'Marxist'  critics  before  he 
finds  such  profoundly  Marxist  analysis  of  literature  as 
this."  (It  is  amusing  to  note  that  Alick  West,  the  only 
Marxist  critic  who  seems  to  have  paid  any  attention  to 
Empson's  work,  quotes  with  approval  the  factors  of  social 
change  he  finds  behind  "bare  ruined  choirs"  and  ignores 
all  the  other  factors.) 

Some  Versions  of  Pastoral  also  goes  much  farther  in  the 
use  of  Freud  and  psychoanalysis  than  Seven  Types  of 
Ambiguity.  Here  the  focal  chapter  is  the  one  on  Alice  in 
Wonderland,  and  it  is  probably  the  most  completely  suc- 
cessful brief  Freudian  analysis  of  literature  yet  written. 
Empson  points  out  that  critics  seem  to  have  avoided  seri- 
ous analysis  of  Alice  from  a  fear  that  it  would  inevitably 
involve  psychoanalysis  and  that  the  results  would  be  "im- 
proper," but  that  Dodgson  himself  was  apparently  aware 
of  the  book's  meanings,  and  once  told  an  actress  playing 
the  part  of  the  Queen  of  Hearts  that  her  role  was  a  symbol 
of  "uncontrolled  animal  passion"  seen  through  the  sexless 
eyes  of  a  child.  Empson  writes:  "The  books  are  so  frankly 
about  growing  up  that  there  is  no  great  discovery  in  trans- 
lating them  into  Freudian  terms;  it  seems  only  the  proper 
exegesis  of  a  classic  even  where  it  would  be  a  shock  to  the 
author.  ...  I  shall  use  psychoanalysis  where  it  seems  rel- 
evant." Which  he  proceeds  to  do,  showing  the  books  as  a 
regressive,  even  neurotic  variant  of  the  pastoral  pattern, 
the  "c/z/W-become-judge,"  the  child  envied  because  it  is 
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sexless  (since  Dodgson  equated  the  development  of  sex  and 
death).  Two  small  samples  of  Empson's  lengthy  analysis 
will  show  how  he  operates: 

To  make  the  dream-story  from  which  Wonderland 
was  elaborated  seem  Freudian  one  has  only  to  tell  it. 
A  fall  through  a  deep  hole  into  the  secrets  of  Mother 
Earth  produces  a  new  enclosed  soul  wondering  who 
it  is,  what  will  be  its  position  in  the  world,  and  how  it 
can  get  out.  It  is  in  a  long  low  hall,  part  of  the  palace 
of  the  Queen  of  Hearts  (a  neat  touch),  from  which 
it  can  only  get  out  to  the  fresh  air  and  the  foun- 
tains through  a  hole  frighteningly  too  small.  Strange 
changes,  caused  by  the  way  it  is  nourished  there,  hap- 
pen to  it  in  this  place,  but  always  when  it  is  big  it 
cannot  get  out  and  when  it  is  small  it  is  not  allowed 
to;  for  one  thing,  being  a  little  girl,  it  has  no  key. 
The  nightmare  theme  of  the  birth-trauma,  that  she 
grows  too  big  for  the  room  and  is  almost  crushed  by 
it,  is  not  only  used  here  but  repeated  more  painfully 
after  she  seems  to  have  got  out;  the  rabbit  sends  her 
sternly  into  its  house  and  some  food  there  makes  her 
grow  again.  In  Dodgson's  own  drawing  of  Alice  when 
cramped  into  the  room  with  one  foot  up  the  chimney, 
kicking  out  the  hateful  thing  that  tries  to  come  down 
(she  takes  away  its  pencil  when  it  is  a  juror),  she  is 
much  more  obviously  in  the  foetus  position  than  in 
Tenniel's.  .  .  . 

The  symbolic  completeness  of  Alice's  experience  is 
I  think  important.  She  runs  the  whole  gamut;  she  is  a 
father  in  getting  down  the  hole,  a  foetus  at  the  bottom, 
and  can  only  be  born  by  becoming  a  mother  and 
producing  her  own  amniotic  fluid.  Whether  his  mind 
played  the  trick  of  putting  this  into  the  story  or  not 
he  has  the  feelings  that  would  correspond  to  it.  A  de- 
sire to  include  all  sexuality  in  the  girl  child,  the  least 
obviously  sexed  of  human  creatures,  the  one  that 
keeps  its  sex  in  the  safest  place,  was  an  important  part 
of  their  fascination  for  him.  He  is  partly  imagining 
himself  as  the  girl  child  (with  these  comforting  char- 
acteristics) partly  as  its  father  (these  together  make 
it  a  father)    partly   as  its  lover — so  it  might  be   a 
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mother — but  then  of  course  it  is  clever  and  detached 
enough  to  do  everything  for  itself. 

In  addition  to  this  chapter,  psychoanalytic  insights  are 
scattered  all  through  the  book.  Empson  discusses  Ernest 
Jones's  psychoanalytic  reading  of  Hamlet  as  a  reading  in 
terms  of  a  double  plot,  and  he  takes  over  Jones's  term 
"decomposition" — the  splitting  of  one  character  into  sev- 
eral, each  representing  one  aspect  of  him — and  extends  it 
as  a  general  literary  concept  apart  from  QEdipal  repression. 
He  analyzes  the  related  homosexual-pugnacity  imagery  in 
Shakespeare  and  Marlowe,  the  suggestions  of  sodomy  and 
incest  with  which  Dryden  imbues  normal  love  in  his  plays, 
and  so  on.  In  Seven  Types  of  Ambiguity  Empson  revealed 
an  extensive  acquaintance  with  Freud,  but  did  not  do  very 
much  more  with  it  than  move  in  on  terms  like  "trans- 
ference" and  "condensation"  to  describe  literary  processes. 
In  Some  Versions  of  Pastoral  there  are  only  two  direct 
references  to  Freud,  one  in  discussing  his  theory  of  the 
group  mind  and  the  other  in  connection  with  the  relation 
between  death  and  sex  in  the  punning  Elizabethan  use  of 
"die,"  but  the  whole  book  is  much  more  informed  with 
Freudian  insights.  As  in  the  case  of  his  Marxist  insights, 
this  has  not  been  recognized  by  the  orthodox,  and,  for 
example,  Hoffman's  Freudianism  and  the  Literary  Mind, 
an  extensive  catalogue  of  the  literary  use  of  Freud,  does 
not  even  mention  Empson. 

In  addition  to  Marx  and  Freud,  Empson  makes  use  of 
the  two  other  great  nineteenth  century  determiners  of  the 
modem  mind,  Darwin  and  Frazer.  He  has  a  remarkable 
analysis  of  the  Darwinism  implicit  in  Alice,  finding  that 
the  book  dramatizes  the  principle  that  ontogeny  recapitu- 
lates phylogeny  as  well  as  makes  a  number  of  oblique 
comments  on  the  moral  and  political  implications  of  natu- 
ral selection.  The  Golden  Bough,  like  Freud,  is  an  inform- 
ing influence  throughout.  Empson  identifies  the  worker  of 
proletarian  literature  as  a  mythical  cult  figure,  the  sacri- 
ficial hero  as  dying  god,  and  contrasts  him  with  the  Orien- 
tal sacrificial  type  in  Frazer,  better  adapted  to  socialism, 
the  sincere  man  at  one  with  nature.  Some  Versions  of 
Pastoral  also  seems  very  much  influenced  by  the  Cam- 
bridge group  of  anthropological  classical  scholars  (not  an 
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unreasonable  influence  on  a  sometime  Cambridge  fellow), 
although  the  only  one  of  their  books  specifically  discussed 
is  F.  M.  Cornford's  From  Religion  to  Philosophy.  In  ad- 
dition to  the  organizing  basis  of  his  criticism,  which  is 
psychology,  sociology,  anthropology,  and  linguistics,  Emp- 
son  draws  on  a  tremendous  fund  of  relatively  abstruse 
knowledge,  in  fields  ranging  from  atomic  physics  to  phi- 
losophy and  theology,  for  metaphors  and  examples. 

The  book  is  not  focused  on  Shakespeare  as  markedly 
as  the  previous  one,  but  Shakespeare  remains  the  field 
of  greatest  success  for  Empson's  method.  He  notes  am- 
biguities and  suggests  that  Shakespeare  deliberately  refused 
to  decide  between  the  possible  meanings;  explores  the 
double  plot  in  Troilus  and  Cressida  and  /  Henry  IV;  ana- 
lyzes a  Shakespeare  sonnet  at  great  length;  and  finally 
turns  the  plays  and  sonnets  on  each  other  for  their  mutual 
illumination.  The  analysis  of  Sonnet  94,  "They  that  haue 
powre  to  hurt,  and  will  doe  none,"  is  probably  the  show- 
piece of  the  book,  Empson's  most  impressive  display  of 
line-by-line  close  reading.  He  announces  ironically  in  his 
opening  paragraph  that  the  sonnet  yields  "4,096  possible 
movements  of  thought,  with  other  possibilities,"  and  that 
he  can  only  consider  the  few  possible  meanings  that  seem 
important.  He  then  proceeds  to  read  the  sonnet  in  greater 
detail  than  a  short  lyric  has  probably  ever  been  read  be- 
fore, paraphrasing  its  attitudes,  exploring  its  relation  to 
ideas  as  disparate  as  Christianity  and  Machiavellianism, 
conjecturing  the  social  status  of  W.  H.,  translating  the 
possibilities  of  all  the  focal  words,  and  finally  concludes 
on  a  startling  paraphrase  of  its  complex  irony: 

"I  am  praising  to  you  the  contemptible  things  you 
admire,  you  little  plotter;  this  is  how  the  others  try  to 
betray  you  through  flattery;  yet  it  is  your  little  gen- 
erosity, though  it  show  only  as  lewdness,  which  will 
betray  you;  for  it  is  wise  to  be  cold,  both  because  you 
are  too  inflammable  and  because  I  have  been  so  much 
hurt  by  you  who  are  heartless;  yet  I  can  the  better 
forgive  you  through  that  argument  from  our  common 
isolation;  I  must  praise  to  you  your  very  faults,  espe- 
cially your  selfishness,  because  you  can  only  now  be 
safe  by  cultivating  them  further;  yet  this  is  the  most 
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dangerous  of  necessities;  people  are  greedy  for  your 
fall  as  for  that  of  any  of  the  great;  indeed  no  one 
can  rise  above  common  life,  as  you  have  done  so 
fully,  without  in  the  same  degree  sinking  below  it;  you 
have  made  this  advice  real  to  me,  because  I  cannot 
despise  it  for  your  sake;  I  am  only  sure  that  you  are 
valuable  and  in  danger." 

Naturally  this  is  not  the  sort  of  thing  to  appeal  to 
Shakespeare  scholars  any  more  than  his  evaluation  of  their 
work  in  Seven  Types,  and  Empson's  relations  with  schol- 
arship in  general  are  not  of  the  best.  The  new  Variorum 
edition  of  the  Sonnets  treats  his  conmients  more  or  less  as 
eccentricities,  and  Cleanth  Brooks,  in  his  study  of  Emp- 
son's criticism  in  Accent,  Summer  1944,  in  the  course  of 
noting  an  Empson  "howler,"  reports  that  Geoffrey  Tillot- 
son  has  called  attention  to  several  other  of  his  scholarly 
slips  and  misquotations.  Leavis,  too,  has  noted  that  he 
misquotes  and  mispunctuates.  Anyone  who  wants  to  can 
find  lacunae  in  Empson — mine  would  be  his  apparent  ig- 
norance of  the  fact  that  Elizabethan  drama  was  spoken 
much  faster  on  their  stage  than  our  own,  not  much  slower 
— but  they  are  all  too  trivial  to  be  worth  bothering  about. 
Empson  sometimes  errs  as  he  runs,  but  in  a  larger  sense 
his  work  is  faultless  scholarship,  textual  and  historical,  of 
a  high  order.  Oddly  enough,  he  does  have  a  great  respect 
for  textual  scholarship,  but  as  a  kind  of  sublimely  inaccu- 
rate poetry,  which  is  probably  more  offensive  to  the  schol- 
ars than  outright  rejection  of  their  work.  One  of  the  most 
brilliant  and  ingenious  chapters  of  Some  Versions  of  Pas- 
toral, called  "Milton  and  Bentley,"  gets  at  Paradise  Lost 
through  the  incredible  textual  emendations  and  readings 
in  the  editions  of  Dr.  Bentley  and  his  opponent  Zachary 
Pearce,  using  them  to  focus  significance  without  under- 
standing it,  precisely  the  way  Henry  James  might  use  a 
well-meaning  and  uncomprehending  narrator. 

Much  of  the  book  is  simply  Empson's  continued  pur- 
suit of  the  ramifications  of  ambiguity,  although  he  tries 
to  avoid  the  word.  Typical  of  his  approach  here  is  finding 
a  note  in  the  Oxford  edition  of  Marvell  bringing  out  "a 
crucial  double  meaning"  in  a  couplet  of  "The  Garden," 
and  noting  that  the  same   ambiguity    (called  "a  double 
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meaning"  or  "a  doubt")  runs  through  almost  every  other 
phrase  in  the  poem.  Sometimes  these  ambiguities  transcend 
the  poem  and  the  author  and  get  right  at  the  heart  of 
social  expression  in  words,  like  Empson's  gloss  on  the 
Victorian  term  "delicate":  "the  profound  sentences  im- 
plied by  the  combination  of  meanings  in  this  word  are  (a) 
'you  cannot  get  a  woman  to  be  refined  unless  you  make 
her  ill'  and  more  darkly  (b)  'she  is  desirable  because 
corpselike.'  " 

Frequently,  like  Blackmur,  Empson  gets  his  subtleties 
of  meaning  not  by  flash  of  intuition  but  as  a  result  of  hard 
labor,  as  where  he  lists  every  use  of  the  word  "green"  in 
Marvell  and  the  context  of  associated  ideas  before  going 
on  to  explore  the  ambiguities  of  greenness.  At  other  times 
he  is  apt  to  give  a  cluster  of  meanings  without  their 
sources,  and  the  reader  rarely  knows  precisely  how  much 
of  an  Empsonian  meaning  was  objectively  accepted  at  the 
time  and  how  much  is  Empson's  insight  at  present.  At 
their  best,  however,  these  merge,  and  the  Empsonian  in- 
sight hits  on  the  ancient  forgotten  meaning  or  is  so  per- 
suasive that  one  assumes  it  must  be  inevitably  the  objec- 
tive meaning  for  any  time.  A  typical  example  is  Empson's 
explanation  of  the  Elizabethan  custom  of  having  madmen 
at  a  wedding: 

The  antimasque  at  a  great  wedding,  considered  as 
subhuman,  stood  for  the  insanity  of  disorder  to  show 
marriage  as  necessary,  considered  as  the  mob,  ritually 
mocked  the  couple  (for  being  or  for  not  being  faith- 
ful, innocent,  etc.)  both  to  appease  those  who  might 
otherwise  mock  and  to  show  that  the  marriage  was 
too  strong  to  be  hurt  by  mockery. 

Here,  in  little,  is  a  summary  of  all  of  Empson's  method  in 
Some  Versions  of  Pastoral:  the  social  and  psychological 
knowledge  and  insight;  the  anthropological  emphasis  on 
ritual  as  the  hub;  the  cutting  on  the  bias  across  scholar- 
ship, rather  than  either  accepting  or  rejecting  it;  the  in- 
sistent sense  of  ambiguity,  complexity,  different  mean- 
ings on  different  levels,  and  endless  ramification;  the 
rationalist  conviction  of  the  explicability  of  anything;  the 
close  reading  and  hard  work;  the  accumulation  of  lore; 
the  constant  tendency  to  generalize  from  formal  device  to 
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form-content  category;  and  the  ultimate  brilliance  and 
lightness  of  the  insight.  The  Elizabethan  groom  would 
probably  not  have  been  able  to  explain  so  well  why  his 
wedding  included  madmen,  but  one  feels  inevitably  that 
he  would  have  agreed  with  the  explanation.  (True,  an  op- 
ponent of  the  method  might  answer,  but  the  only  one  at 
the  wedding  apt  to  verbalize  it  for  him  would  have  been 
the  madman.) 


3. 
The  tradition  of  categorical  criticism  from  which  Emp- 
son's  later  work  derives  is  not  an  ancient  one,  and  more 
or  less  stems  from  eighteenth-century  English  literature 
(although  there  are  suggestions  of  it  earlier,  in  Jonson, 
Dryden's  concept  of  "heroic"  drama,  and  others).  Emp- 
son  himself  notes  its  origins  as  applied  to  the  term  "pas- 
toral," which  may  even  have  given  him  the  clue  for  the 
book,  when  he  remarks  in  the  chapter  on  The  Beggar's 
Opera  that  Swift  first  suggested  to  Gay  that  he  write  a 
Newgate  pastoral.  Empson's  reference  is  ambiguous  and 
leaves  the  implication  that  Gay  may  have  thought  he  had 
done  so,  but  the  actual  story,  as  reported  by  Pope  in 
S pence's  Anecdotes,  shows  otherwise: 

Dr.  Swift  had  been  observing  once  to  Mr.  Gay, 
what  an  odd  pretty  sort  of  thing  a  Newgate  Pastoral 
might  make.  Gay  was  inclined  to  try  at  such  a  thing 
for  some  time,  but  afterwards  thought  it  would  be 
better  to  write  a  comedy  on  the  same  plan.  This  was 
what  gave  rise  to  the  Beggar's  Opera.  He  began  on  it, 
and  when  he  first  mentioned  it  to  Swift,  the  Doctor 
did  not  much  like  the  project. 

Swift  was  thus  able  to  make  the  first  step  of  abstraction, 
to  see  that  a  literal  pastoral  could  be  laid  in  Newgate,  but 
Gay  made  the  second  step,  perhaps  unconsciously  from 
the  suggestion,  writing  a  Newgate  comedy  that  was  essen- 
tially "pastoral,"  while  Swift  proved  unable  to  follow  him. 
The  final  step  of  verbalizing  as  "pastoral"  a  work  express- 
ing pastoral  attitudes  in  another  form  was  not  made  until 
Hazlitt's  Lectures  on  the  English  Poets  in  1818.  He  writes: 
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We  have  few  good  pastorals  in  the  language.  Our 
manners  are  not  Arcadian;  our  climate  is  not  an  eter- 
nal spring;  our  age  is  not  the  age  of  gold.  We  have 
no  pastoral-writers  equal  to  Theocritus,  nor  any  land- 
scapes like  those  of  Claude  Lorraine.  The  best  parts 
of  Spenser's  Shepherd's  Calendar  are  two  fables. 
Mother  Hubbard's  Tale,  and  the  Oak  and  the  Briar; 
which  last  is  as  splendid  a  piece  of  oratory  as  any  to 
be  found  in  the  records  of  the  eloquence  of  the  British 
senate!  Browne,  who  came  after  Spenser,  and  Withers, 
have  left  some  pleasing  allegorical  poems  of  this 
kind.  Pope's  are  as  full  of  senseless  finery  and  trite 
affectation,  as  if  a  peer  of  the  realm  were  to  sit  for 
his  picture  with  a  crook  and  cocked  hat  on,  smiling 
with  an  insipid  air  of  no-meaning,  between  nature 
and  fashion.  Sir  Philip  Sidney's  Arcadia  is  a  lasting 
monument  of  perverted  power;  where  an  image  of 
extreme  beauty,  as  that  of  "the  shepherd  boy  piping 
as  though  he  should  never  be  old,"  peeps  out  once 
in  a  hundred  folio  pages,  amidst  heaps  of  intricate 
sophistry  and  scholastic  quaintness.  It  is  not  at  all 
like  Nicholas  Poussin's  picture,  in  which  he  repre- 
sents some  shepherds  wandering  out  in  a  morning  of 
the  spring,  and  coming  to  a  tomb  with  this  inscrip- 
tion— "I  also  was  an  Arcadian."  Perhaps  the  best  pas- 
toral in  the  language  is  that  prose-poem,  Walton's 
Complete  Angler.  That  well-known  work  has  a  beauty 
and  romantic  interest  equal  to  its  simplicity,  and 
arising  out  of  it.  In  the  description  of  a  fishing-tackle, 
you  perceive  the  piety  and  humanity  of  the  author's 
mind.  ...  He  gives  the  feeling  of  the  open  air;  we 
walk  with  him  along  the  dusty  road-side,  or  repose 
on  the  banks  of  the  river  under  a  shady  tree;  and  in 
watching  for  the  finny  prey,  imbibe  what  he  beauti- 
fully calls  "the  patience  and  simplicity  of  poor  honest 
fishermen." 

This  is  something  very  close  to  Empson's  use  of  pastoral, 
and  the  form  has  already  largely  been  abstracted  to  an 
attitude.  It  remained  for  Georg  Brandes,  writing  Main 
Currents  of  Nineteenth-Century  Literature  in  Denmark  in 
the  1870's,  to  make  the  final  step  to  Empson's  usage  and 
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identify  George  Sand's  noble  proletarians  as  essentially 
pastoral  conceptions  (although  without  directly  using  the 
term). 

A  much  more  widespread  category  than  pastoral  is  the 
term  "Gothic,"  which  also  began  in  the  eighteenth  cen- 
tury, with  Alexander  Pope.  He  wrote  of  Shakespeare: 
"With  all  his  faults  and  with  all  the  irregularity  of  his 
drama,  one  may  look  upon  his  works,  in  comparison  of 
those  that  are  more  finished  and  regular,  as  upon  an  an- 
cient, majestic  piece  of  Gothic  architecture,  compared  with 
a  neat,  modern  building."  Bishop  Hurd  and  Warburton 
continued  this  categorical,  abstracted  use  of  "Gothic,"  and 
Dr.  Johnson  extended  the  degree  of  its  application  to 
Shakespeare,  talking  of  his  "Gothick  fairy  mythology,"  for 
example.  "Gothic"  was  used  as  a  literary  term  all  through 
the  eighteenth  and  nineteenth  centuries,  gradually  shifting 
from  pejorative  to  neutral  to  appreciative.  For  the  past 
half-century  German  scholars  and  critics  have  prolifer- 
ated it  and  similar  terms  wildly.  The  Viennese  art-historian 
Alois  Riegl  at  the  end  of  the  last  century  began  the  move- 
ment (which  we  think  of  now  as  Spenglerian)  by  calling 
everything  "Late  Roman"  or  Romanesque  that  resembled 
late  Roman  art  stylistically,  whatever  its  form  or  period, 
and  in  the  first  decade  of  this  century  Wilhelm  Worringer 
continued  Riegl's  ideas,  although  he  chose  to  specialize  in 
the  category  "Gothic."  Since  then  other  scholars,  like 
Karlinger,  Weisbach,  and  Wolffiin,  have  extended  the  cate- 
gories until  they  include  in  addition  classical.  Renaissance, 
baroque,  and  rococo;  and  recent  German  criticism  has 
found  versions  of  baroque  in  seventeenth-century  English 
poets  as  disparate  as  Donne,  Milton,  and  Dryden,  versions 
of  rococo  in  eighteenth-century  English  poets,  etc. 

Probably  the  most  ambitious  of  all  categorical  criticism 
has  been  the  work  of  Ferdinand  Brunetiere,  the  French 
critic  and  literary  historian.  From  his  book  on  the  evolu- 
tion of  genres  in  1890  at  least  through  his  study  of  Balzac 
in  1906,  all  his  work  is  devoted  to  one  giant,  perhaps  mon- 
strous effort:  to  write  a  literary  equivalent  of  Darwin's 
Origin  of  Species,  in  which  literary  forms  develop  from 
simple  to  complex,  propagate,  branch  out  and  mutate, 
ripen  to  perfection,  and  die,  while  young  and  crude  forms, 
better  adapted,  survive  and  supplant  them.  In  his  hands 
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literary  form  becomes  an  organism  evolving  mystically 
independent  of  the  writer,  in  fact  determining  his  fate, 
since  the  value  of  an  artist  largely  depends  on  his  luck 
in  living  at  a  time  when  a  mature  form  and  language  are 
available  to  him. 

Done  by  a  lesser  man,  this  literary  Darwinism  would 
have  resulted  in  idiocy;  modified  by  Brunetiere's  monu- 
mental learning,  refined  sensibility  and  good  taste,  and  the 
recognition  that  in  the  last  analysis  his  generalization  is 
metaphoric  rather  than  scientific,  it  resulted  in  remarkably 
good  criticism.  When  Brunetiere  defines  "classic,"  for  ex- 
ample, as  that  type  of  literature  which  occurs  when  the 
language,  the  form,  and  the  nation's  literary  independence 
coincide  in  a  stage  of  ripeness,  and  insists  that  a  work 
may  be  "classic"  and  nevertheless  poor  and  unoriginal,  he 
is  engaged  in  a  categorical  criticism  almost  the  opposite 
of  Empson's.  Where  Empson  creates  a  category  by  ab- 
stracting from  historically  conditioned  forms  an  essential 
and  fixed  attitude,  Brunetiere  defines  his  category  as  an 
ultimate  form  developing  only  at  certain  essential  and  fixed 
historical  conditions.  Both  are  historical  and  dynamic 
views,  but  Brunetiere's  is  a  characteristically  nineteenth- 
century  teleological  evolutionism,  with  the  category  a  solid 
organism  changing  its  shape  as  it  develops  more  and  more 
efficient  appurtenances;  Empson's  a  typical  twentieth- 
century  view,  the  teleology  gone,  in  which  the  category 
changes  by  a  protean  and  rather  aimless  shape-shifting. 
Only  Empson's  can  wholly  satisfy  the  modern  mind,  but 
we  can  wholeheartedly  admire,  while  rejecting,  Brune- 
tiere's lovely  and  ordered  vista. 

Except  for  Empson  and  the  little  work  derived  from  his, 
almost  all  contemporary  categorical  criticism  has  been  the 
use  of  the  category  to  evade  analysis — that  is,  "pigeon- 
holing." At  its  worst,  this  is  the  easy  formulation  of  re- 
viewing, the  mechanical  and  meaningless  use  of  such 
terms  as  "romantic,"  "classic,"  "realist,"  "naturalist,"  and 
"symbolist."  At  its  best,  or  at  least  its  most  respectable,  it 
is  an  odd  tradition  in  otherwise  valuable  literary  history 
which  we  might  call  the  Lofty  Chapter  Heading.  This 
seems  to  have  begun  with  Brandes's  Main  Currents  in 
Nineteenth-Century  Literature.  Brandes  resorted  to  it  in 
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Volume  V,  the  section  of  the  book  dealing  with  the  group 
he  was  least  equipped  to  handle,  the  English  writers  of  the 
first  half  of  the  nineteenth  century.  His  chapter  titles  make 
a  number  of  arbitrary  categorical  distinctions,  "Natural- 
istic Romanticism,"  "Oriental  Romanticism,"  "Historical 
Naturalism,"  "Republican  Humanism,"  "Radical  Natural- 
ism," "Comic  and  Tragic  Realism,"  and  so  on,  and  the 
chapters  attempt  with  only  partial  success  to  imbue  them 
with  content. 

Parrington  picked  up  the  vice,  along  with  more  useful 
features  of  Brandes,  for  his  Main  Currents  in  American 
Thought,  and  some  of  his  chapter  headings,  like  "Agrarian 
Liberal,"  "Free-Soil  Liberal,"  "Puritan  Liberal,"  "Tran- 
scendental Critic,"  "Transcendental  Economist,"  "Tran- 
scendental Minister,"  run  to  similar  categorical  arbitrari- 
ness. The  great  inheritor  of  this  tradition  in  recent  years 
has  been  Harry  Slochower.  His  first  book.  Three  Ways  of 
Modern  Man,  reasonably  enough  posed  three  categories: 
Feudal  Socialism,  Bourgeois  Liberalism,  and  Socialist  Hu- 
manism. By  his  latest  book.  No  Voice  is  Wholly  Lost  .  .  . 
the  tendency  has  proliferated  wildly  with  such  relatively 
pointless  categorical  headings  as  Bohemian  Freedom,  Cos- 
mic Exile,  Secular  Crucifixion,  Esthetic  Redemption,  Aris- 
tocratic Transcendence,  Democratic  Transcendence,  Faus- 
tian  Fascism,  Spiritual  Judaism,  and  Bohemian  Ichschmerz! 

Finally,  there  remains  Empson's  method  in  other  hands. 
Apparently  before  reading  Some  Versions  of  Pastoral, 
Kenneth  Burke  sketched  out  for  Attitudes  toward  History, 
a  similar  extension  of  poetic  categories — among  them  epic, 
tragedy,  comedy,  humor,  elegy,  satire,  burlesque,  and  di- 
dactic— and  he  remarks  in  the  book  that  Empson's  "pas- 
toral" would  seem  "to  fall  on  the  bias  across  our  categories 
of  humor  and  elegy,  with  important  ingredients  of  the 
heroic."  In  the  same  section  he  makes  the  fascinating  sug- 
gestion in  a  footnote  that  Lycidas  is  not  about  Edward 
King  at  all,  but  about  Milton.  He  writes: 

"Lycidas"  was  written  in  1637.  Milton  travelled  in 
1638  and  1639.  And  for  the  next  twenty  years  there- 
after, with  the  exception  of  an  occasional  sonnet,  he 
devoted  all  his  energies  to  his  polemic  prose. 
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These  dates,  coupled  with  the  contents  of  the  poem, 
would  justify  us  in  contending  that  "Lycidas"  was  the 
symbolic  dying  of  his  poetic  self.  It  was  followed  by 
a  period  of  transition  (the  "random  casting"  of 
travel).  And  then  he  focused  upon  the  work  of  his 
"left  hand."  During  this  prose  period,  except  for  the 
occasional  sonnet,  he  hid  "that  talent  which  is  death 
to  hide." 

Ever  since  his  schooldays,  however,  he  had  planned 
to  write  a  poem  vast  in  scope.  The  idea  never  left 
him.  During  the  greatest  intensity  of  his  pamphleteer- 
ing, he  continued  looking  for  a  suitable  theme  (at 
one  time  deciding  upon  the  fall  of  Adam).  And  in 
"Lycidas"  he  testifies  that  he  is  holding  his  dead  self 
in  abeyance,  and  that  it  will  rise  again.  For  after  the 
funeral  solemnities  of  his  catalogue  of  flowers,  he 
adds  a  coda: 

''Weep  no  more,  woeful  shepherds,  weep  no  more 
For  Lycidas,  your  sorrow,  is  not  dead. 
Sunk  though  he  be  beneath  the  watery  floor; 
So  sinks  the  day-star  in  the  ocean  bed, 
And  yet  anon  repairs  his  drooping  head. 
And  tricks  his  beams,  and  with  new-spangled  ore 
Flames  in  the  forehead  of  the  morning  sky: 
So  Lycidas  .  .  ." 
So  the  poet  remained,  for  all  his  dying;  and  at  the 
Restoration,  after  the  political  interregnum  of  Crom- 
well, he  would  be  reborn.  "Paradise  Lost"  is  the  ful- 
filment of  his  contract,  though  he  returns  to  the  poetic 
matrix  as  one  of  the  "blind  mouths"  he  tells  about  in 
"Lycidas." 

Whether  in  response  to  this  suggestion,  anticipating  it, 
or  having  himself  suggested  it  to  Burke,  Professor  Leonard 
Brown  of  Syracuse  University  spent  some  time  in  the 
thirties  doing  an  unpublished  study  of  Lycidas  and  three 
other  great  English  pastoral  elegies,  Shelley's  Adonais, 
Tennyson's  In  Memoriam,  and  Arnold's  "Thyrsis."  He 
made  the  remarkable  discovery  that  in  each  case  the  elegy 
seemed  to  discuss  the  symbolic  death  of  the  poet  in  the 
guise  of  the  friend,  and  in  the  promise  of  rebirth  to  an- 
nounce the  poet's  own  artistic  rebirth  on  another  level. 
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Abstracting  "elegy"  as  Empson  had  "pastoral,"  ^  Brown 
made  it  into  a  category  the  essence  of  which  was  the  sym- 
bolic death  and  eventual  rebirth  of  an  artist's  transition, 
so  it  could  justly  be  applied  to  works  in  such  disparate 
forms  as  Mann's  Magic  Mountain  and  Shakespeare's  Tem- 
pest. It  is  regrettable  that  Professor  Brown  has  never 
chosen  to  publish  this  work  on  the  elegy,  the  only  detailed 
reconstruction  of  categorical  criticism  I  know  to  rival 
Empson's  work  with  "pastoral."  It  might  very  well  have 
heralded  and  provoked  a  number  of  similar  Empsonian 
studies  by  critics,  refurbishing  and  making  useful  again  in 
terms  of  "essence"  and  new  significance  such  worn  poetic 
categories  as  "epic,"  "ode,"  "epithalamium." 


4. 
One  of  the  problems  raised  by  the  seeming  novelty  of 
Empson's  criticism  is  its  relation  to  other  criticism  and 
critics.  The  closest  relation,  of  course,  is  to  I.  A.  Richards, 
who  was  Empson's  teacher  at  Magdalene  College,  Cam- 
bridge, and  who  inspired  Seven  Types  of  Ambiguity,  if 
not  all  of  Empson's  work.  "A  brilliant  pupil  is  presump- 
tive evidence  of  the  brilliant  teacher,"  Ransom  writes,  "and 
Richards'  fame  would  be  secure  if  he  had  done  nothing 
but  inspire  Empson."  Empson  has  stated  his  indebtedness 
at  least  twice,  once  in  Seven  Types  of  Ambiguity,  where 
the  prefatory  note  reads  in  part:  "Mr.  I.  A.  Richards,  then 
my  supervisor  for  the  first  part  of  the  English  Tripos,  told 
me  to  write  this  essay,  and  various  things  to  put  in  it;  my 
indebtedness  to  him  is  as  great  as  such  a  thing  ever  should 
be";  and  once  in  Some  Versions  of  Pastoral,  where  he 
writes  at  the  beginning  of  the  "Marvell's  Garden"  chap- 
ter: "I  was  set  to  work  on  the  poem  by  Dr.  Richards' 
recent  discussion  of  a  philosophical  argument  in  Men- 
cius."  In  both  books,  he  quotes  extensively  from  Richards's 
work. 

In  a  larger  sense,  all  his  writing  has  been  specifically 

^  Brown's  "elegy,"  as  a  death-and-rebirth  rite,  in  fact,  would  seem 
to  be  closer  to  the  origin  and  essence  of  the  form  from  which  they 
both  derive,  the  Babylonian  pastoral  elegy  (typified  by  the  weeping 
for  Tammuz),  than  would  Empson's  "pastoral,"  which,  however  com- 
plex, remains  an  attitude,  and  slights   the  redemptive  ritual  involved. 
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inspired  by  Richards,  in  that  it  is  the  application  of  Rich- 
ards's  theories  about  the  nature  of  meaning  and  poetic 
interpretation,  and  the  key  concepts  of  Empson's  two 
books,  "ambiguity"  and  "pastoral,"  are  both  implicit  in 
The  Meaning  of  Meaning.  His  basic  approach  is  the  con- 
tinuity principle  discussed  above,  derived  through  Rich- 
ards, that  poetic  experience  is  human  experience  like  any 
other  and  can  be  comparably  studied.  From  Richards, 
Empson  also  derives  the  rationalism  that  makes  him  be- 
lieve that  anything  is  ultimately  analyzable,  and  the  natu- 
ralism that  makes  him  prefer  something  "sensible"  to 
something  "magical."  In  addition,  he  is  indebted  to  Rich- 
ards for  the  physiological  emphasis  that  leads  him  to  dis- 
cuss prose  and  verse  rhythms  in  terms  of  pulse  rate  in 
Seven  Types;  for  the  concern  with  the  reception  part  of 
the  communicative  process  that  results  in  his  concluding 
his  discussion  of  The  Beggar's  Opera  with  a  number  of 
complex  and  ironic  hypothetical  audience  reactions;  for 
his  concern  with  Basic  English;  for  his  interest  in  the 
Orient  (which  seems  to  have  been  inspired  by  Richards's 
Oriental  studies,  teaching  in  China,  and  book  on  Men- 
cius) ;  and  even  for  the  somewhat  pedagogic  tone,  dogma 
in  words  of  one  syllable,  into  which  he  slips  occasionally 
("The  idea  that  pushing  in  more  facts  about  the  view 
makes  the  lines  more  interesting  is  simply  an  error"). 

It  is  not,  however,  entirely  a  one-way  process.  Empson 
has  had  a  substantial  effect  on  Richards.  Richard  Eberhart, 
who  studied  under  Richards  at  Cambridge  along  with 
Empson,  writes  in  an  article  on  "Empson's  Poetry"  in 
Accent,  Summer  1944: 

The  pupil  of  I.  A.  Richards  inflamed  the  imagina- 
tion of  his  master:  Richards  understood  instantly 
Empson's  value.  Although  the  chief  indebtedness  in 
the  association  of  the  two  Magdalene  men  since  1927 
has  been  that  of  Empson  to  Richards  .  .  .  the  master 
exploited  the  fineness  of  mind  of  the  pupil,  wise  to 
see  in  Empson's  beginning  criticism  a  nice  adjunct  to 
and  a  different  end  from  his  own. 

Richards  wrote  a  note  on  Empson  inserted  in  the  Spring 
1940  issue  of  Furioso,  as  a  program  note  for  Empson's 
Yale  lecture,  in  which  he  gives  an  account  of  the  genesis 
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of  Seven  Types.  Discounting  for  Richards's  modesty,  it 
seems  nevertheless  to  suggest  far  more  independence  in 
Empson's  plan  for  the  book  than  his  own  prefatory  note 
suggests.  Richards  writes: 

William  Empson  made  his  name  first  with  Seven 
Types  of  Ambiguity,  a  book  which  came  into  being 
more  or  less  in  the  following  fashion.  He  had  been 
a  mathematician  at  Cambridge  and  switched  over  for 
his  last  year  to  English.  As  he  was  at  Magdalene,  this 
made  me  his  Director  of  Studies.  He  seemed  to  have 
read  more  English  Literature  than  I  had,  and  to  have 
read  it  more  recently  and  better,  so  our  roles  were 
soon  in  some  danger  of  becoming  reversed.  At  about 
his  third  visit  he  brought  up  the  games  of  interpre- 
tation which  Laura  Riding  and  Robert  Graves  had 
been  playing  with  the  unpunctuated  form  of  "The 
expense  of  spirit  in  a  waste  of  shame."  Taking  the 
sonnet  as  a  conjurer  takes  his  hat,  he  produced  an 
endless  swarm  of  lively  rabbits  from  it  and  ended  by 
"You  could  do  that  with  any  poetry,  couldn't  you?" 
This  was  a  Godsend  to  a  Director  of  Studies,  so  I 
said,  "You'd  better  go  off  and  do  it,  hadn't  you?'* 
A  week  later  he  said  he  was  still  slapping  away  at  it 
on  his  typewriter.  Would  I  mind  if  he  just  went  on 
with  that?  Not  a  bit.  The  following  week  there  he  was 
with  a  thick  wad  of  very  illegible  typescript  under  his 
arm — the  central  30,000  words  or  so  of  the  book. 
I  can't  think  of  any  literary  criticism  written  since 
which  seems  likely  to  have  as  persistent  and  as  dis- 
tinctive an  influence.  If  you  read  much  of  it  at  once, 
you  will  think  you  are  sickening  for  "flu";  but  read 
a  little  with  care  and  your  reading  habits  may  be 
altered — for  the  better,  I  believe. 

The  rest  of  Richards's  note  discusses  Empson's  poetry, 
defining  it  as  "pregnant  conversation  fitted  miraculously 
into  the  most  insistent  formal  patterns"  and  "metaphysical 
in  the  root  sense."  He  admits  that  at  one  time  it  "lost 
itself  in  over-compressed  conceits  and  turned  into  a  guess- 
ing game,"  but  claims  that  now  "it  seems  to  be  back  again 
at  railhead  working  on  the  track."  To  make  a  point  about 
the  awareness  of  the  chthonic  in  Empson's  poetry,  Rich- 
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ards  gives  us  one  more  piece  of  invaluable  information, 
his  remembrance  of  Empson's  statement  "that  there  are 
things  in  Alice  that  would  give  Freud  the  creeps."  It  is  a 
curious  thing  that  Richards  seems  actually  to  think  more 
of  Empson's  poetry  than  of  his  criticism,  although  this  is 
not  to  suggest  that  the  poetry  does  not  warrant  a  very 
high  estimate.  Eberhart  reports  that  Richards,  "who  may 
be  excused  the  bias  of  a  learned  teacher  upon  a  learned 
pupil,"  thinks  Empson  is  the  best  poet  of  all  his  con- 
temporaries. Confirming  this,  Richards  nowhere  in  his 
books  does  more  than  mention  Empson's  criticism  or  quote 
briefly  from  it,  to  my  knowledge,  but  several  times  goes 
out  of  his  way  to  praise  the  poetry  in  very  high  terms. 
In  Coleridge  on  Imagination  he  lists  him  in  two  places 
with  Yeats,  Auden,  Eliot,  Hopkins,  and  Lawrence.  In  How 
to  Read  a  Page,  he  quotes  a  quatrain  from  Empson's 
"Courage  means  running,"  from  The  Gathering  Storm, 
with  the  remark:  "A  modem  poet — with  far  more  to  say 
than  most  and,  as  the  author  of  Seven  Types  of  Ambiguity, 
with  more  knowledge  of  what  and  how  things  may  be  said 
— puts  every  writer's  problem  with  a  rare  and  lovely 
candor  in  these  lines  .  .  ."  and  then  furnishes  a  two-page 
gloss.  Curiously,  even  Hugh  R.  Walpole,  a  disciple  of 
Richards,  refers  to  Empson  in  his  book  Semantics,  not  as 
a  critic,  but  in  a  list  of  modern  poets  who  are  "fine  and 
rich  personalities"  (although  he  uses  a  passage  from  Seven 
Types  as  a  reading  exercise  in  his  appendix). 

Empson's  other  chief  indebtedness  for  his  method,  as 
Richards  suggests  in  his  anecdote  of  its  genesis,  is  to 
Laura  Riding  and  Robert  Graves.  The  prefatory  note  to 
Seven  Types  acknowledging  Richards  adds:  "And  I  derive 
the  method  I  am  using  from  Miss  Laura  Riding's  and  Mr. 
Robert  Graves'  analysis  of  a  Shakespeare  Sonnet 

The  expense  of  spirit  in  a  waste  of  shame, 

in  A  Survey  of  Modernist  Poetry.''  The  reference  is  to  an 
elaborate  discussion  of  Sonnet  129,  in  connection  with  a 
poem  of  Cummings's.  Miss  Riding  and  Graves  make  the 
point  that  Shakespeare's  spelling  and  punctuation  in  the 
quarto  text  are  as  conscious  and  meaningful  as  Cum- 
mings's, and  that  the  editors  who  have  modernized  and 
repunctuated  the  sonnet  texts  have  reduced  all  their  am- 
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biguous  or  "interwoven"  meanings  and  possibilities  to  one. 
Their  analysis  of  the  poem  is  unquestionably  a  beautiful 
job,  worthy  of  starting  Empson  off,  but  the  rest  of  the 
book,  even  for  1927,  does  not  come  up  to  it.  The  authors 
aim  at  glorifying  and  defending  Eliot,  Cummings,  Miss 
Sitwell,  and  Miss  Stein  as  triumphs  of  "modernism,"  and 
they  go  to  elaborate  lengths  to  make  their  point,  includ- 
ing such  Herculean  labors  as  rewriting  Cummings's  poetry 
in  traditional  forms  and  defining  Miss  Stein's  linguistic 
method  in  philosophic  terms.  Their  taste  is  arbitrary  and 
uncertain,  however:  they  despise  Stevens  and  Dr.  Wil- 
liams as  spurious  "modernists,"  and  praise  Marianne 
Moore  but  classify  her  work  as  "matter-of-fact  prose 
demonstrations."  They  misread  Eliot  blatantly,  getting  the 
usual  undergraduate  paraphrase  of  The  Waste  Land  as 
modern  sordidity  versus  Elizabethan  romance,  and  missing 
many  of  the  references  and  the  ironic  twist  that  gives 
"Burbank  with  a  Baedeker:  Bleistein  with  a  Cigar"  its 
point  (that  the  Venetians  in  their  glamorous  prime  were 
a  mercantile  civilization  very  like  the  Jews).  In  general 
the  authors  make  it  clear  that  what  they  don't  know,  which 
is  plenty,  they  don't  care  to  know  ("Here  again  we  leave 
pedigrees  to  more  reference-proud  critics  than  ourselves," 
"Is  this  ...  or  ...  ?  We  confess  we  do  not  care,"  etc.). 
Empson  clearly  skimmed  off  the  best  of  them. 

Cleanth  Brooks  has  claimed,  in  his  study  of  Empson's 
criticism,  that  we  may  "push  the  method  back  further 
still,"  to  Yeats's  "Empsonian"  analysis  of  Burns's  "The 
white  moon  is  setting"  and  Coleridge's  reading  of  a  stanza 
from  Venus  and  Adonis.  This  is  somewhat  exaggerating 
the  importance  of  the  Yeats's  comment,  which  is  rather  an 
insistence  upon  unanalyzability  than  an  analysis,  Emp- 
sonian or  other.  Yeats  writes  in  "The  Symbolism  of  Po- 
etry" (1900): 

There  are  no  lines  with  more  melancholy  beauty 
than  these  by  Burns — 

The  white  moon  is  setting  behind  the  white  wave, 

And  Time  is  setting  with  me,  O! 
and  these  lines  are  perfectly  symbolical.  Take  from 
them  the  whiteness  of  the  moon  and  of  the  wave, 
whose  relation  to  the  setting  of  Time  is  too  subtle 
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for  the  intellect,  and  you  take  from  them  their  beauty. 
But,  when  all  are  together,  moon  and  wave  and  white- 
ness and  setting  Time  and  the  last  melancholy  cry, 
they  evoke  an  emotion  which  cannot  be  evoked  by 
any  other  arrangement  of  colours  and  sounds  and 
forms. 

The  Coleridge  analysis,  however,  is  rather  Empsonian  and 
might  very  well  be  regarded  as  an  ancestor  of  his  method. 
Coleridge  discusses  the  stanza: 

Full  gently  now  she  takes  him  by  the  hand, 

A  lily  prison'd  in  a  gaol  of  snow, 

Or  ivory  in  an  alabaster  band; 

So  white  a  friend  engirts  so  white  a  foe — 

as  an  example  of  Fancy,  as  opposed  to  the  couplet  from 
the  poem 

Look!  how  a  bright  star  shooteth  from  the  sky 
So  glides  he  in  the  night  from  Venus'  eye, 

which  he  analyzes  as  an  example  of  Imagination.  In  both, 
Coleridge  attempts  to  define  a  few  of  the  many  meanings 
and  possibilities  that  make  the  two  types  of  image  mem- 
orable. (His  readings  are  available  in  Literary  Remains, 
and  are  amplified  and  discussed  by  Richards  in  Coleridge 
on  Imagination.) 

Empson's  relation  to  several  American  critics  is  worth 
noting.  The  oddest  is  that  with  Kenneth  Burke.  In  none 
of  his  writing  with  which  I  am  familiar  has  Empson  ever 
mentioned  either  Burke  or  any  of  his  books.  Nevertheless, 
either  he  has  read  Burke  and  absorbed  his  influence  with- 
out mentioning  him,  or  the  coincidence  of  their  minds  is 
remarkable.  The  basic  conception  of  Some  Versions  of 
Pastoral  seems  almost  an  exercise  in  the  application  of  one 
of  Burke's  shrewdest  insights,  "perspective  by  incongruity"; 
Empson  is  constantly  dabbling  with  the  sort  of  pun  ("foil- 
soil"  in  the  chapter  on  "Double  Plots"  is  the  clearest  ex- 
ample) that  Burke  has  made  characteristically  his  own; 
and  in  general  Empson's  criticism  has  a  very  Burkian  cast 
that  cannot  be  pinned  down  at  any  specific  point. 

Burke,  on  the  other  hand,  refers  frequently  and  approv- 
ingly to  Empson.  In  Attitudes  toward  History  he  classes 


and  Categorical  Criticism  267 

Some  Versions  of  Pastoral,  along  with  Richards's  Princi- 
ples of  Literary  Criticism  and  Miss  Spurgeon's  Shake- 
speare's Imagery,  as  "the  most  important  contributions  to 
literary  criticism  in  contemporary  England,"  and  discusses 
its  views  and  significance  for  several  pages.  In  the  Appen- 
dix to  The  Philosophy  of  Literary  Form  he  prints  his  two 
appreciative  reviews  of  Some  Versions,  the  first  of  the 
English  edition  in  Poetry,  the  second  in  the  New  Republic 
when  the  American  edition  appeared.  Both  praise  the  book 
highly,  define  its  limitations  as  suggestive  rather  than 
schematic,  better  at  marginalia  than  sustained  exposition, 
and  conclude  with  Burke's  aligning  himself  with  Empson's 
emphasis  on  basic  literary  likeness  rather  than  difference. 
Finally,  in  A  Grammar  of  Motives,  Burke  makes  rather 
glancing  use,  in  both  cases  credited,  of  Empson's  "pas- 
toral" and  "ambiguity"  concepts.  In  summary,  the  relation- 
ship might  be  formulated:  either  indebtedness  of  Empson 
to  Burke  or  great  coincidence  with  him;  appreciative  re- 
ception and  some  utilization  by  Burke. 

Empson's  principal  effect  has  been  on  two  other  Ameri- 
can critics,  John  Crowe  Ransom  and  Cleanth  Brooks. 
Ransom  has  written  on  him  at  more  length  than  anyone 
else,  giving  him  the  last  section,  thirty  pages,  of  the  Rich- 
ards chapter  of  The  New  Criticism.  It  is  highly  enthusi- 
astic. Ransom  writing  in  one  place,  of  Seven  Types:  "I 
believe  it  is  the  most  imaginative  account  of  readings  ever 
printed,  and  Empson  the  closest  and  most  resourceful 
reader  that  poetry  has  yet  publicly  had";  and  in  another: 
^'Writings  as  acute  and  at  the  same  time  as  patient  and 
consecutive  as  this  have  not  existed  in  English  criticism, 
I  think,  before  Richards  and  Empson."  Ransom's  reserva- 
tions are  that  Empson  seems  chiefly  interested  in  the  "cog- 
nitive content"  rather  than  the  emotions  of  poetry,  that  we 
fear  his  readings  a  little  as  overreadings,  that  he  has  too 
much  imagination  (which  is  better.  Ransom  says,  than 
having  too  little),  and  that  his  criticism  to  date  has  been 
tangential;  that  is,  that  he  has  emphasized  texture  rather 
than  structure.  Nevertheless,  Ransom  concludes: 

It  does  not  seem  impossible  that  we  should  obtain 
close  studies  of  the  structure-texture  relations  that 
poets  have  actually  found  serviceable  in  the  past.  The 
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best  endowed  critic  in  the  world  for  this  purpose  might 
very  well  be,  I  should  think,  Mr.  William  Empson, 
the  student  of  ambiguity.  His  studies  up  to  date  have 
been  very  valuable  diversions,  a  little  to  the  side  of 
the  great  critical  problems.  But  he  probably  has  an 
unequalled  genius  for  evaluating  the  intangible  sort 
of  thing  we  call  poetic  "situation."  We  have  other 
valuable  critics  too,  but  their  studies  are  not  of  any- 
thing so  capital  as  this. 

Ransom's  reservations  can  be  understood,  and  largely  dis- 
counted, I  believe,  in  terms  of  the  fact  that  although  his 
book  was  published  in  1941,  the  Empson  section  refers 
only  to  Seven  Types  of  Ambiguity  and  must  have  been 
written  before  the  appearance  of  Some  Versions  of  Pas- 
toral, in  which  Empson  very  definitely  turned  (if  my 
understanding  of  the  terms  is  correct)  to  problems  of  what 
Ransom  calls  structure  and  structure-texture  relations,  as 
well  as  to  somewhat  more  restrained  readings. 

At  the  same  time,  in  his  account  of  Empson,  Ransom 
remarks  that  Empson  "has  not  finished  with  the  topic"  of 
ambiguity,  and  that  he  provokes  the  reader  to  make  his 
own  classification  of  ambiguities.  All  through  the  piece 
Ransom  is  stimulated  into  doing  precisely  that,  emerging 
with  a  "restrictive  or  predicative"  variety,  a  "suspended 
or  temporary"  variety,  and  a  "total  theoretical  ambiguity 
of  metaphoric  usage" — that  is.  Types  8,  9,  and  10.  (By 
way  of  ironic  comment  on  this,  Empson's  only  reference 
to  Ransom,  as  far  as  I  know,  has  been  a  rather  slighting 
discussion,  in  his  piece  on  Cleanth  Brooks,  of  a  fine  poem 
of  Ransom's.) 

Empson's  relation  with  Cleanth  Brooks  has  been  at  least 
two-way.  The  Brooks-Warren  textbook,  Understanding  Po- 
etry, makes  frequent  reference  to  Empson.  Brooks's  first 
book  of  criticism,  Modern  Poetry  and  the  Tradition,  pub- 
lished in  1939,  acknowledges  in  the  Preface  "borrowing" 
from  Empson  (as  well  as  from  Eliot,  Tate,  Yeats,  Ransom, 
Blackmur,  Richards,  and  others),  and  in  the  text  quotes 
at  length  his  "brilliant"  work  on  the  Elizabethan  subplot 
and  on  The  Beggar's  Opera,  and  mentions  his  work  on 
Paradise  Lost.  When  the  book  appeared,  Empson  reviewed 
it  in  Poetry,  December  1939,  and  although  returning  the 
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compliment  by  calling  Brooks's  book  "brilliant,"  spent 
most  of  his  space  announcing  disagreements:  unlike 
Brooks,  he  would  not  exclude  propaganda  from  literature, 
he  would  not  exclude  science,  and  he  would  quarrel  simi- 
larly with  most  of  the  book's  general  position  as  well  as 
with  many  of  its  specific  judgments.  In  1944,  when  Brooks 
wrote  his  Accent  study  of  Empson's  criticism,  which  al- 
though mildly  critical  of  Empson's  scholarly  slips,  rational- 
ism, and  "subjectivity"  (the  last  of  which  is  discussed 
below)  was  generally  very  enthusiastic,  he  ended  on  the 
tribute: 

In  a  time  in  which  the  study  of  literature  threatens 
to  turn  into  sociology  and  in  which  the  death  of  the 
humanities  is  prophesied  openly,  it  is  impossible  to 
overestimate  the  significance  of  the  kind  of  criticism 
of  which  Empson  remains  the  most  brilliant  exponent. 
He  is  certainly  not  the  old-fashioned  man  of  letters 
who  charmingly  bows  us  into  his  snug  study  with  a 
quotation  from  Lamb  and  afterwards  bows  us  out 
with  a  quotation  from  Hazlitt.  But  he  is  certainly  not, 
on  the  other  hand,  merely  the  bright  young  man  with 
a  bag  full  of  psychological  gadgets.  He  is  one  of  our 
ablest  critics  and  one  of  our  soundest,  and  his  work 
is  fraught  with  revolutionary  consequences  for  the 
teaching  of  all  literature  and  for  the  future  of  literary 
history. 

Since  the  latter  thirties  Brooks  has  used  Empson's  concepts 
in  reviews  (in  one  case  he  discussed  Robert  Frost's  Col- 
lected Poems  as  an  example  of  "pastoral").  In  his  most 
recent  book.  The  Well  Wrought  Urn,  he  draws  on  Empson 
throughout,  centering  his  new  tradition  of  the  paradox  on 
"ambiguity,"  while  at  the  same  time  quarreling  at  length 
with  Empson's  social  reading  of  the  gems  and  flowers 
blushing  unseen  in  Gray's  Elegy,  as  forcing  a  political 
reading  out  of  context  (an  objection  he  had  hinted  at  as 
early  as  1938,  in  Understanding  Poetry,  where  Empson's 
reading  of  the  stanza  is  printed,  followed  by  the  loaded 
student  assignment:  "Criticize  Empson's  analysis  in  rela- 
tion to  the  entire  poem").  Empson  then  reviewed  this  book 
in  the  Sewanee  Review,  Autumn  1947,  announcing  his 
disagreements,  defending  himself  on  Gray's  Elegy,   and 
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opposing  his  own  reading  of  Keats's  "Ode  on  a  Grecian 
Um"  to  Brooks's;  Brooks  replied  in  the  same  issue;  and 
where  the  controversy  will  finally  end  no  one  knows. 

Empson's  influence  on  Blackmur  and  Maud  Bodkin's 
reference  to  him  have  been  noted  above,  and  his  relation 
to  the  Scrutiny  group  will  be  discussed  below.  For  the 
rest,  Empson  has  been  widely  influential  but  has  received 
little  critical  discussion.  Herbert  Read  has  praised  his  "bril- 
liant analysis"  of  ambiguity.  Allen  Tate  has  referred  to 
him  briefly,  as  has  Robert  Penn  Warren.  Arthur  Mizener 
has  drawn  on  Empson's  insights  for  at  least  a  decade  with- 
out ever  understanding  them  very  well — or  so  his  review 
of  English  Pastoral  Poetry  in  Partisan  Review,  December 
1937,  would  argue,  which  praised  Empson  in  the  highest 
terms  and  announced  that  "nearly  everything  from  The 
Magic  Mountain  to  To  Have  and  Have  Not  is  pastoral  in 
Mr.  Empson's  sense."  Randall  Jarrell  has  done  a  brilliant 
Empsonian  analysis,  "Texts  from  Housman"  in  the  Ken- 
yon  Review,  Summer  1939,  but  has  never  discussed  Emp- 
son's work,  so  far  as  I  know.  Robert  Lowell  has  praised 
Empson  as  one  of  the  five  best  living  English  poets  (the 
others  are  Thomas,  Auden,  MacNeice,  and  Graves),  and 
Thomas  himself  has  addressed  an  ironic  tribute  to  him  as 
a  poet,  his  half-villanelle  "Request  to  Leda,"  subtitled 
"Homage  to  Wm  Empson."  William  York  TindaU,  in 
Forces  in  Modern  British  Literature,  praises  Empson's 
poetry,  but  has  little  to  say  of  his  criticism,  other  than 
that  it  amounts  to  the  old  explication  de  textes  method 
and  that  it  is  as  unattractively  written  as  Richards's. 

Herbert  MuUer  in  Science  and  Criticism  lists  him  in  a 
group  of  modern  critics  unmatched  "for  subtle,  acute 
analysis"  and  makes  one  or  two  other  references  to  him, 
but  does  not  discuss  his  criticism.  As  has  been  noted 
above,  the  Shakespeare  scholars  and  critics  have  engaged 
in  alm.ost  a  conspiracy  of  silence  to  play  down  his  work, 
as  have,  to  a  lesser  extent,  the  writers  on  metaphysical 
poetry,  an  area  in  which  Empson  has  done  some  of  his 
most  brilliant  investigation.  The  two  sharpest  attacks  on 
his  work  with  which  I  am  familiar  come,  characteristically 
enough,  in  Henri  Peyre's  Writers  and  Their  Critics,  where 
he  is  described  in  one  place,  along  with  Richards,  as 
bringing   forth   "infinitesimal   mice,"    and   in   another   as 
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"temporarily  seducing"  adolescents;  and  in  On  Native 
Grounds,  by  Peyre's  favorite  critic,  Alfred  Kazin,  where 
he  is  discussed  abusively,  along  with  Blackmur  and  Burke, 
as  a  "field  scientist  of  metaphor,"  writing  "self-fascinated 
puzzles."  (It  is  remarkable  how  accurately  Peyre  and 
Kazin,  whose  perceptions  are  ordinarily  so  stumbling,  have 
singled  out  the  best  contemporary  critics  for  special  at- 
tack.) 

Geoffrey  Grigson's  description  of  Empson  as  "a  typically 
inert  theorizer  and  poetical  pasticheur"  writing  "quarter- 
man  stuff  so  unreadably  trivial  that  it  is  not  worth  insult- 
ing or  attacking,"  in  his  controversy  with  Empson  in 
Poetry,  may  be  put  down  simply  to  the  bad-tempered  ne- 
cessity of  polemic  and  does  not  necessarily  represent  a 
measured  opinion  of  his  criticism.  Finally,  Philip  Wheel- 
wright's proposal  of  the  semantic  term  "plurisignation"  as 
a  clearer  term  for  Empson's  "ambiguity"  in  his  article  "On 
the  Semantics  of  Poetry"  in  the  Kenyon  Review,  Summei 
1940,  and  Margaret  Schlauch's  use  of  an  Empson  am- 
biguity as  a  class  exercise  in  the  appendix  to  The  Gift 
of  Tongues,  may  represent  the  beginning  of  a  scholarly 
rapprochement  with  Empson  that  could  eventually  even 
spread  to  the  Shakespeare  variorums. 


5. 
One  general  problem  remains  to  be  touched  on  in  connec- 
tion with  Empson's  criticism:  the  problem  of  the  nature 
and  implications  of  close  reading.  Traditionally,  close  read- 
ing has  been  the  prerogative  of  the  writer  studying  craft 
or  of  the  teacher  teaching  it.  In  the  first  case,  the  really 
detailed  study  was  rare,  and  might  be  the  result  of  a 
writer's  investigating  his  own  craft,  like  James  in  the  Pref- 
aces (and,  in  recent  times.  Hart  Crane  and  Tate  on  their 
own  poetry),  or  of  a  friend's,  as  in  Balzac's  remarkable 
"Study  of  M.  Beyle"  (in  which  he  gets  around  to  technical 
criticism  and  suggested  improvements  on  The  Charter- 
house of  Parma  only  after  a  fifty-five-page  blow-by-blow 
summary  of  the  plot),  or  simply  of  an  extremely  analytic 
mind,  the  sort  of  thing  we  see  in  Coleridge's  Shakespeare 
studies.  In  the  case  of  the  teacher's  close  reading,  we  have 
had  everything  from  the  great  classics  of  scholarship  to 
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Joseph  Warren  Beach,  in  The  Outlook  for  American  Prose 
particularly,  reading  contemporary  literature  with  the 
grammarian's  little  eye,  and  rewriting,  in  a  "corrected" 
form,  passages  from  authors  such  as  John  Dewey  as  though 
they  were  freshman  themes.  (Beach  might  better  have 
spent  the  time  going  through  his  own  books  rewriting  for 
style,  taking  out  phrases  like  "equine  excrementa"  and  "in 
a  family  way,"  and  changing  "Lester  Jeeter"  to  "Jeeter 
Lester"  throughout.) 

One  of  the  features  of  modem  criticism,  however,  is 
precisely  this  close  technical  reading,  not  as  an  aspect  of 
learning  or  teaching  craft,  but  as  a  general  method  of 
critical  analysis.  Richards  introduced  it  into  modern  crit- 
icism, as  he  did  so  many  other  things,  but  because  of  pre- 
occupation with  other  matters  has  himself  produced  only 
a  few  examples  of  really  detailed  reading.  The  same  thing, 
with  different  preoccupations,  is  true  of  Kenneth  Burke, 
and  it  has  remained  for  Empson  and  Blackmur  to  base  a 
bulk  of  detailed  close  reading  on  their  principles.  The 
Southern  group  centering  on  Ransom  has  written  innu- 
merable manifestoes  insisting  not  only  that  the  close  tech- 
nical reading  of  texts  is  an  important  function  of  criticism, 
but  that  it  is  the  only  legitimate  function  of  criticism. 
However,  Ransom  and  Tate  have  done  relatively  little  of 
it  themselves,  being,  like  Richards  and  Burke,  preoccupied 
with  general  critical  problems,  some  of  them  remote  from 
literature;  and  Cleanth  Brooks  and  Robert  Penn  Warren 
have  only  begun  to  produce  a  body  of  detailed  studies 
from  the  group's  principles,  and  some  of  that  not  really 
very  detailed.  This  may  explain  the  admiration  of  the 
Southern  group  for  Empson  and  Blackmur;  without  writ- 
ing any  manifestoes,  they  sat  down  and  did  the  work. 

A  school  of  critics  successfully  specializing  in  the  close 
reading  of  texts  is  the  Cambridge  group  around  Scrutiny 
in  England,  little  known  in  America,  to  which  Empson  has 
been  somewhat  related  (the  "Marvell's  Garden"  chapter  of 
Some  Versions  first  appeared  in  Scrutiny).  In  F.  R.  Leavis's 
New  Bearings  in  English  Poetry,  Revaluation,  and  For 
Continuity,  in  Q.  D.  Leavis's  Fiction  and  the  Reading 
Public,  in  L.  C.  Knights's  Drama  and  Society  in  the  Age  of 
Jonson  and  Explorations,  in  the  anthology  Determinations, 
and  in  Scrutiny  itself  (as  well  as  in  its  predecessor  The 
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Calendar  of  Modern  Letters,  which  ran  from  1925  to  1927 
and  from  which  Leavis  culled  the  anthology  Toward  Stand- 
ards of  Criticism),  some  of  the  sharpest  close  reading  of 
our  time  is  combined  with  a  social  emphasis  of  real  value. 
F.  R.  Leavis,  one  of  the  editors  of  Scrutiny  and  more  or 
less  the  leader  of  the  group,  has  turned  out  a  good  deal 
of  very  usable  criticism,  at  its  best  when  technical  and 
exegetical,  particularly  of  the  modems  in  New  Bearings; 
somewhat  vitiated  at  other  times  by  the  characteristic 
flaws  of  sociological  criticism:  the  tendency  to  beat  writers 
with  terms  like  "escape"  and  "evasion,"  a  kind  of  Brooks- 
ian  truncation  of  socially  unsatisfactory  writers  like  Yeats 
and  Henry  James,  an  eighteenth-century  rationalism  that 
uses  "ritual"  exclusively  as  a  term  of  abuse,  and  an  ex- 
cessively pedagogic,  proselytizing-for-poetry  style.  In  Reval- 
uation, which  appeared  serially  in  Scrutiny  as  a  series  of 
re-estimates,  F.  R.  Leavis  set  out  to  revise  the  history 
of  English  poetry  to  emphasize  metaphysical  "wit"  (what 
Burke  would  call  "perspective  by  incongruity")  as  the 
tradition,  an  attempt  in  which  Eliot  had  informally  pre- 
ceded him  (although  he  opposed  Eliot's  Dryden-up,  Pope- 
down,  with  Pope-up,  Dryden-down)  and  in  which  Cleanth 
Brooks  was  to  follow  him  (and  solve  the  problem  by 
tossing  both  Pope  and  Dry  den  out  of  the  tradition). 

Q.  D.  Leavis,  the  magazine's  specialist  in  fiction,  in  her 
Fiction  and  the  Reading  Public,  has  written  an  invaluable 
socio-literary  study  of  the  decline  of  popular  taste  in  Eng- 
land since  1600,  using  a  method  she  aptly  describes  as 
"anthropological."  Both  Leavises,  although  somewhat  in- 
debted to  Marxism  for  their  social  approach,  have  attacked 
the  Marxists  sharply  over  the  past  decade.  L.  C.  Knights, 
another  Scrutiny  editor  and  perhaps  the  most  brilliant  tex- 
tual analyst  of  the  group,  has  on  the  other  hand  attempted 
an  explicit  application  of  Marxist  concepts  to  literature  in 
Drama  and  Society  in  the  Age  of  Jonson.  In  conception 
the  book  is  a  brilliant  idea:  research  into  "the  relation 
between  economic  activities  and  general  culture"  by  ex- 
ploring the  economic  and  social  conditions  of  Elizabethan 
and  Jacobean  England  in  detail,  and  then  studying  the 
drama  against  their  patterns.  In  practice  the  book  fails  for 
a  number  of  reasons.  First,  Knights  does  not  actually 
apply  Marxist  theories  (although  his  book  quotes  eveyone 
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from  Marx  and  Engels  to  T.  A.  Jackson  and  Ralph  Fox) 
so  much  as  Tawney's  simpler  economic  determinism.  Sec- 
ond, his  book  is  completely  invertebrate,  breaking  sharply 
in  the  middle  into  two  books:  one  a  good  socio-economic 
summary,  the  other  a  body  of  excellent  analytic  literary 
criticism,  with  no  relation  between  the  two.  Third,  and 
probably  the  basic  factor  underlying  the  other  faults,  al- 
though Knights  quotes  with  approval  Marx's  doctrine  that 
"the  social  being  [of  men]  determines  their  consciousness," 
he  fails  to  understand  what  Marx  meant,  missing  the 
subtlety  of  the  process.  His  conception  is  ludicrously  over- 
simple:  the  social  being  of  men  determines  their  opinions 
and  attitudes.  Thus  he  deals  not  with  the  deeper  reflections 
of  society  in  the  dramatic  structure  and  conflicts  of  the 
plays,  but  with  what  the  characters  say  about  society, 
about  money,  about  acquisition;  with  the  social  character 
of  their  comments,  not  of  their  natures.  What  Knights  ends 
with  is  an  anthology  of  speeches  that  "embody  the  thought 
and  opinion  of  the  time,"  "reflect  some  important  aspects 
of  the  social  scene,"  or  furnish  "illustration  of  the  life  of 
the  period." 

Knights's  second  book.  Explorations,  a  collection  of 
essays  "mainly  on  the  literature  of  the  seventeenth  cen- 
tury," is  a  much  sounder  job  of  socio-literary  integration. 
In  it  he  does  invaluable  work  in  insisting  on  the  essentially 
Gestalt  conception  of  the  reader's  total  complex  emotional 
response  as  the  starting-place  of  criticism  rather  than  any 
of  the  traditional  critical  abstractions  like  "character"  and 
"plot."  He  emphasizes  the  importance  of  the  work  itself  as 
the  unit  to  be  investigated,  the  necessity  of  beginning  all 
discussion  from  technique,  and  the  futility  of  exploring 
the  relationship  of  the  artist  to  his  society  (which  he  still 
regards  as  an  essential  subject  for  criticism)  from  any 
approach  but  through  his  artistic  style  and  sensibility. 
Despite  the  excellence  of  these  critical  principles,  the  book 
is  sometimes  disappointing:  Knights  inherits  F.  R.  Leavis's 
"escape"  concept  (Hamlet,  he  tell  us,  is  regressive  and  an 
escapist,  and  Hamlet's  appeal  to  us  is  because  we  are 
regressive  too),  as  well  as  Leavis's  inability  fully  to  appre- 
ciate writers  like  Yeats  and  James,  and  he  adds  some  fail- 
ings of  his  own,  particularly  a  refusal  to  push  any  specific 
line  of  investigation  very  far  lest  it  distort  the  totality  of 
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the  work.  Nevertheless,  at  his  best,  when  genuine  social 
analysis  results  from  the  detailed  textual  study  of  a  specific 
poetic  sensibility,  as  in  his  essay  on  George  Herbert, 
Knights  produces  criticism  little  inferior  to  the  finest  we 
have. 

The  Scrutiny  group  derives  ultimately  from  Richards  as 
well  as  Eliot  and  along  the  way  is  greatly  indebted  to 
Empson.  F.  R.  Leavis  has  pursued  ambiguities  doggedly, 
acknowledging  Empson  and  suggesting  that  his  work 
"should  be  looked  up,"  and  at  the  conclusion  to  New 
Bearings  in  English  Poetry  finds  Empson's  "remarkable" 
poems  and  those  of  Ronald  Bottrall  the  only  "new  bear- 
ings" worth  discussion  since  Eliot  and  Pound.  Knights 
has  also  used  Empson,  particularly  his  work  on  Herbert, 
has  chased  ambiguities  (he  prefers  to  avoid  the  word  and 
calls  them  "sliding  constructions"  or  "keeping  two  things 
in  mind  simultaneously"),  and  in  general  has  benefited  a 
good  deal  from  the  example  of  Empson's  type  of  reading. 
At  the  same  time  he  has  criticized  the  method  strongly 
from  his  Gestalt  position,  claiming  that  Empson  obtains 
his  extensive  meanings  by  focusing  upon  a  part  of  the  poem 
and  considering  its  possibilities  in  isolation,  forgetting  the 
poem  as  a  totality  in  which  most  of  these  possibilities  are 
necessarily  canceled  out.  This  is  a  serious  and  partially 
valid  charge,  but  in  the  last  analysis  it  seems  to  be  the 
use  of  the  "organismal"  concept  to  restrict  meanings  rather 
than  to  show  the  organization  and  interrelationship  of  the 
greatest  possible  depth  and  complexity  of  meaning.  (Leavis 
has  made  substantially  the  same  charge  against  both  Emp- 
son and  Richards  in  Education  &  the  University.) 

An  odd  charge  against  Empson,  which  must  be  faced 
in  attempting  to  summarize  his  value,  is  the  charge  some- 
times made  that  his  criticism  is  impressionist,  that  he 
reacts  to  a  poem  by  writing  a  new  poem  having  only  a 
stimulus-response  relation  to  the  original.  The  humorous 
aspect  of  the  charge  is  that  Empson,  in  Some  Versions  of 
Pastoral,  quotes  a  reviewer  of  his  earlier  book  as  charging 
him  with  objectivism,  with  "treating  poems  as  phenomena 
not  as  things  judged  by  a  mind,"  while  Cleanth  Brooks, 
in  his  study  of  Empson,  charges  him  with  subjectivism, 
with  insisting  on  the  fact  "that  the  system  of  classification 
of  ambiguities  is  psychological:  the  categories  shift  as  we 
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change  readers  or  as  the  reader  becomes  a  better  reader; 
they  do  not  describe  fixed  properties  of  the  poem  (that  is,  of 
the  poem  'properly'  read  by  an  ideal  reader)."  Obviously, 
the  anonymous  reviewer's  charge  is  true,  in  that  Empson 
certainly  does  treat  poems  as  phenomena  having  an  exist- 
ence independent  of  the  judging  mind  (that  is,  he  is  a 
philosophic  materialist).  Brooks's  charge  is  equally  true: 
Empson's  criteria  are  relativistic  and  subjectivistic,  in  that 
he  deals  with  the  poem  as  a  man  writing  and  a  man  read- 
ing, the  action  of  real  people  in  a  real  world,  rather  than 
the  bloodless  and  indefinable  Platonic  abstractions  of 
Brooks's  "fixed  properties,"  "proper  reading,"  and  "ideal 
reader."  In  other  words,  Empson  is  an  objectivist  or  phe- 
nomenalist  in  philosophy,  a  subjectivist  or  relativist  in 
criticism,  taking  man  as  the  measure  in  both  cases.  This 
makes  Empson  an  impressionist  only  in  the  sense  that  his 
materialism  will  admit  no  Leninist  absolute  objective  truth, 
that  a  poem  for  him  is  what  he  gets;  not  at  all,  in  the  sense 
of  formal  impressionist  criticism  as  practiced  by  Anatole 
France  or  Jules  Lemaitre,  that  he  wants  to  get  away  from 
the  poem  into  his  own  poetic  personality. 

This  brings  us  directly  to  the  basic  question  about  Emp- 
son's method:  what  limiting  factor  prevents  it  from  prolif- 
erating endlessly,  so  that  eventually  the  totality  of  man's 
culture  becomes  a  gloss  on  any  given  line  or  word?  Empson 
sometimes  does  have  a  tendency  to  push  too  hard,  to  find 
ambiguities  everywhere,  to  broaden  the  definition  of  "pas- 
toral" until  any  work  is  "pastoral,"  to  pile  on  meanings 
until  one  breaks  the  poem's  back.  Where  and  on  what 
basis  to  draw  the  boundary?  Brooks  suggests,  brilliantly, 
that  it  is  the  criterion  Coleridge  calls  "good  sense,"  ex- 
pounded and  defended  by  Richards  in  his  chapter  of  that 
name  in  Coleridge  on  Imagination.  Richards  writes: 

Good  Sense  has  sometimes  a  rather  sinister  sound 
as  a  critical  watchword.  It  is  a  banner  under  which 
every  kind  of  stupidity  and  every  kind  of  prejudice 
willingly  fight.  Even  Coleridge,  who  is  so  often  an 
exemplar  of  Good  Sense  in  criticism,  is  not  incapable, 
in  his  lesser  hours,  of  using  its  colours  to  advance  and 
excuse  objections  based  on  careless,  inattentive,  un- 
responsive, and  unresourceful  reading. 
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And  yet,  Richards  continues,  it  is  the  only  criterion  for 
the  application  of  theory  we  have:  "There  is  no  measuring- 
rod  virtue  in  any  theory.  We  must  use  them  as  we  use  a 
microscope — not  as  we  use  a  centrifuge  or  a  sieve.  They 
cannot  choose  for  us,  but  we  cannot  choose  without  them; 
and  our  life  is  choice." 

In  the  last  analysis,  any  critical  method  or  concept, 
including  Empson's  "ambiguity"  and  "pastoral,"  is  an  ex- 
tension of  the  man,  a  tool,  and  the  man  must  use  and 
guide  it.  By  this  test  the  man  behind  Empson's  theories, 
Empson  himself,  is  as  sound  as  any  critic  we  have,  and, 
barring  a  few  aberrations,  his  use  of  them  is  at  once  bril- 
liantly and  almost  limitlessly  fertile,  and  yet  limited  by 
deep  concern  for  the  poem  itself  and  essential  "good  sense." 
It  is  hard  to  say  what  he  will  do  next.  One  can  hope  it 
will  not  be  permanent  and  full-time  application  to  Basic 
English,  which  seems  to  be  a  hmiting  factor  of  another  and, 
in  his  case,  less  valuable  sort:  the  organization  of  an 
economy  of  critical  scarcity  rather  than  one  of  abundance. 
As  Brooks  suggests.  Some  Versions  of  Pastoral  "implies  at 
least  a  dozen  further  books."  We  have  no  right  to  demand 
that  they  be  as  much  better  than  his  second  book  as  that 
was  than  his  first,  or  as  the  first  was  than  the  great  body 
of  what  passes  for  criticism  among  us.  And  yet,  with  no 
right  to  demand  it,  the  evidence  gives  us  every  reason  to 
expect  it.  It  is  the  final  ambiguity  of  Empson  that  his  work 
becomes  progressively  less  ambiguous  for  us,  and  the 
triumph  of  his  categorical  method  that  he  himself  suc- 
cessfully evades  each  category  we  set  for  him. 


CHAPTER  9 


I.  A.  Richards 

and  the  Criticism  of  Interpretation 


It  is  only  with  the  greatest  trepidation  that  one  tackles 
Ivor  Armstrong  Richards  at  all.  His  learning  in  almost 
every  area  of  knowledge  is  so  tremendous,  his  significance 
so  great  in  half  a  dozen  fields  besides  criticism,  and  the 
brilliance  and  subtlety  of  at  least  his  earlier  books  so  over- 
powering, that  any  hit-and-run  treatment  of  him  in  a  few 
thousand  words  is  bound  to  be  laughably  superficial.  The 
Meaning  of  Meaning  alone,  with  its  problems  of  "phonetic," 
"hypostatic,"  and  "ultraquistic"  subterfuges,  and  its  "irri- 
tants," "degenerates,"  "mendicants,"  and  "nomads,"  should 
serve  to  discourage  the  oflfliand  commentator.  Neverthe- 
less, no  treatment  of  modern  criticism  is  possible  without 
discussing  Richards,  since  in  the  most  literal  sense  Richards 
created  it.  What  we  have  been  calling  modem  criticism 
began  in  1924,  with  the  publication  of  Principles  of  Liter- 
ary Criticism.  In  it  Richards  writes  of  aesthetic  experiences: 

I  shall  be  at  pains  to  show  that  they  are  closely 
similar  to  many  other  experiences,  that  they  differ 
chiefly  in  the  connections  between  their  constituents, 
and  that  they  are  only  a  further  development,  a  finer 
organisation  of  ordinary  experiences,  and  not  in  the 
least  a  new  and  different  kind  of  thing.  When  we  look 
at  a  picture,  or  read  a  poem,  or  listen  to  music,  we 
are  not  doing  something  quite  unlike  what  we  were 
doing  on  our  way  to  the  Gallery  or  when  we  dressed 
in  the  morning.  The  fashion  in  which  the  experience 
is  caused  in  us  is  different,  and  as  a  rule  the  experi- 
ence is  more  complex  and,  if  we  are  successful,  more 
unified.  But  our  activity  is  not  of  a  fundamentally 
different  kind. 
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More  specifically  of  poetry  he  writes: 

The  world  of  poetry  has  in  no  sense  any  different  real- 
ity from  the  rest  of  the  world  and  it  has  no  special 
laws  and  no  otherworldly  peculiarities.  It  is  made  up 
of  experiences  of  exactly  the  same  kinds  as  those  that 
come  to  us  in  other  ways.  Every  poem  however  is  a 
strictly  limited  piece  of  experience,  a  piece  which 
breaks  up  more  or  less  easily  if  alien  elements  intrude. 
It  is  more  highly  and  more  delicately  organised  than 
ordinary  experiences  of  the  street  or  of  the  hillside; 
it  is  fragile.  Further  it  is  communicable. 

With  those  two  key  words,  "experiences"  and  "communi- 
cable," Richards  made  over  literary  criticism.  In  terms  of 
them  Richards  wrote  his  celebrated  definition  of  a  poem 
in  the  book,  the  only  one  I  know  that  fails  to  collapse  on 
application: 

This,  although  it  may  seem  odd  and  complicated, 
is  by  far  the  most  convenient,  in  fact  it  is  the  only 
workable  way  of  defining  a  poem;  namely,  as  a  class 
of  experiences  which  do  not  differ  in  any  character 
more  than  a  certain  amount,  varying  for  each  charac- 
ter, from  a  standard  experience.  We  may  take  as  this 
standard  experience  the  relevant  experience  of  the 
poet  when  contemplating  the  completed  composition. 

All  of  Richards's  work  has  been  devoted  to  exploring 
the  communication  of  these  experiences  to  the  reader; 
specifically,  to  what  the  reader  gets:  that  is,  the  poem- 
audience  relationship  rather  than  the  poet-poem  relation- 
ship. At  one  time  he  called  this  area  "sign  interpretation," 
later  "rhetoric";  recently  he  seems  to  have  returned  to 
calling  it  "interpretation."  With  a  remarkable  consistency 
each  of  his  books  has  filled  in  some  area  in  the  study  of 
interpretation,  and  the  thread  running  through  all  his  writ- 
ing is  the  dual  aim  of  understanding  how  communication 
works  and  making  it  work  better. 

Richards's  first  book,  The  Foundations  of  ^Esthetics, 
written  in  collaboration  with  C.  K.  Ogden,  a  psychologist, 
and  James  Wood,  an  authority  on  art,  was  published  in 
1922.  In  fewer  than  a  hundred  pages  the  authors  survey 
the  whole  body  of  aesthetics  in  pursuit  of  the  nature  of 
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"beauty"  and,  after  considering  all  the  principal  definitions 
offered,  emerge  with  their  own:  that  beauty  is  that  which 
is  conducive  to  synaesthetic  equilibrium.  In  finding  beauty 
an  experience  or  state  in  the  audience  rather  than  a  mys- 
terious "thing"  in  the  work  of  art  itself,  Richards  introduced 
what  was  to  be  the  central  concern  of  all  his  work,  and  in 
pursuing  it  through  comparison  of  multiple  definitions  and 
analyses  of  terms,  Richards  introduced  what  was  to  be 
his  principal  method. 

The  next  year  Richards  and  Ogden  pubUshed  their 
monumental  work,  The  Meaning  of  Meaning.  As  The 
Foundations  of  AEsthetics  had  pursued  "beauty"  through 
multiple  definitions.  The  Meaning  of  Meaning  pursued 
"meaning"  itself.  Ogden  and  Richards  were  after  no  less 
than  a  theory  of  the  nature  of  signs  and  their  interpreta- 
tion, a  science  of  linguistic  communication  that  could  then 
be  turned  on  art.  Their  chief  tool  was  eclectic  psychology, 
drawing  on  almost  every  modern  school;  their  chief  tech- 
nique was  multiple  definitions;  and  they  emerged  with  what 
they  called  the  science  of  symbolism,  which  later  in  other 
hands  came  to  be  called  modem  semantics.  The  authors 
developed  a  terminology  for  discussing  signs  and  sign- 
interpretation  in  terms  of  "symbols"  and  "referents,"  dis- 
cussed the  relation  of  mental  processes  to  interpretation 
and  outlined  canons  of  reasoning,  explored  the  nature  of 
"definition"  and  "meaning,"  tested  the  procedure  on  aes- 
thetic conceptions  of  beauty  (repeating  some  of  their 
earlier  work)  and  on  examples  of  philosophic  thought,  and 
finally  turned  the  whole  framework  on  poetry.  This  re- 
quired a  distinction  between  the  "symbolic"  meaning  of 
science  (what  used  to  be  called  "prose")  and  the  "emotive" 
or  "evocative"  meaning  of  poetry  (more  or  less  an  exten- 
sion of  Mill's  "denotation"  and  "connotation"). 

As  Ogden  and  Richards  saw  The  Meaning  of  Meaning, 
it  was  the  essential  keystone  for  thought  in  any  area,  and 
all  their  books  were  deliberately  conceived  as  supplements 
and  extensions  of  it.  In  prefaces  to  later  editions  of  the 
book  they  explained  the  relationship  their  other  books 
bore  to  it.  Richards's  Principles  of  Literary  Criticism 
(1924),  "endeavors  to  provide  for  the  emotive  function  of 
language  the  same  critical  foundation  as  is  here  attempted 
for  the  symbolic."  Science  and  Poetry  (1926),  "discusses 
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the  place  and  future  of  literature  in  our  civilization" 
(that  is,  fills  out  the  relationship  between  symbolic  and 
emotive  functions).  Practical  Criticism  (1929),  is  "an 
educational  application  of  Chapter  X,"  the  chapter  on  sym- 
bol situations,  including  failures  and  confusions  of  inter- 
pretation. Mencius  on  the  Mind  (1932)  "examines  the 
difficulties  which  beset  the  translator  and  explores  the 
technique  of  multiple  definition,"  which  Basic  Rules  of 
Reason  (1933)  "further  elucidates."  Coleridge  on  Imagina- 
tion (1935)  "offers  a  new  estimate  of  Coleridge's  theory 
in  the  light  of  a  more  adequate  evaluation  of  emotive 
language."  The  reader  can  similarly  fill  out  the  places  of 
Richards's  later  books:  The  Philosophy  of  Rhetoric  (1936) 
explores  "misunderstanding  and  its  remedies,"  as  does 
Basic  in  Teaching:  East  and  West  (1935)  and,  in  another 
area.  Nations  and  Peace  (1947).  Interpretation  in  Teach- 
ing (1938),  like  Practical  Criticism,  is  "an  educational 
application  of  Chapter  X,"  this  time  applied  to  prose; 
How  to  Read  a  Page  and  Richards's  edition  of  Plato's 
Republic  (both  1942)  explore  multiple  definition  in  Basic 
on  a  text  from  Plato,  and  so  on. 

Ogden's  books  classify  in  the  same  fashion.  The  Mean- 
ing of  Psychology  (1926),  abbreviated  as  The  A  B  C  of 
Psychology  (1929),  furnishes  "a  general  introduction  to 
the  psychological  problems  of  languages  study."  Basic 
English  (1930)  is  "the  investigation  of  the  general  prin- 
ciples of  notation  with  its  bearing  on  the  problem  of  a 
universal  scientific  language,  and  the  analytical  task  of 
discovering  a  grammar  by  means  of  which  translation  from 
one  symbol-system  to  another  could  be  controlled."  Ogden's 
edition  of  Bentham's  Theory  of  Fictions  (1932)  "has 
focussed  attention  on  a  neglected  contribution  to  the  sub- 
ject" (of  signs  and  sign-interpretation)  as  has  Jeremy 
Bentham  (also  1932).  Opposition  (1932)  "is  an  analysis 
of  an  aspect  of  definition  which  is  of  particular  importance 
for  linguistic  simplification."  In  the  same  fashion,  I  imag- 
ine, Ogden's  earlier  books,  including  The  Problem  of  the 
Continuation  School  (1914)  with  R.  H.  Best,  Fecundity 
versus  Civilisation  (1916)  with  Adelyne  More,  and  Colour 
Harmony  (1926)  with  James  Wood,  could  be  identified  as 
preliminary  explorations  of  the  problem  by  anyone  familiar 
with  them. 
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At  the  same  time  Richards's  books  did  a  great  deal  more 
in  connection  with  specifically  literary  investigation  than 
illustrate  aspects  of  a  theory  of  sign-interpretation.  His 
first  independent  work,  Principles  of  Literary  Criticism,  as 
has  been  noted  above,  founded  modern  literary  criticism 
and  is  still,  after  more  than  two  decades,  an  important  and 
continually  influential  critical  text.  In  his  account  of  the 
book  in  Books  That  Changed  Our  Minds,  David  Daiches 
describes  it  as  pioneering  the  application  of  psychology  to 
form,  and  Kenneth  Burke  has  accorded  it  the  highest  praise 
for  the  same  reason.  It  is  generally  considered  Richards's 
most  important  and  most  basic  work,  in  theoretical  and 
philosophic  terms  (although  in  the  methodological  terms  of 
our  present  inquiry  it  must  be  slighted  in  favor  of  Practical 
Criticism).  Besides  defining  poetry  experientially  and  in- 
sisting on  its  basic  discussability,  Richards  attempted  in  the 
book  to  develop  criticism  as  an  "applied  science,"  with 
the  dual  function  of  analyzing  both  the  interpretative  and 
the  evaluative  experiences.  At  the  same  time  he  took 
on  the  task,  beyond  science,  of  establishing  evaluative 
standards,  announcing:  "To  set  up  as  a  critic  is  to  set  up 
as  a  judge  of  values,"  and  defining  the  quaUfications  of  a 
"good"  critic  as  three: 

"He  must  be  an  adept  at  experiencing,  without  eccen- 
tricities, the  state  of  mind  relevant  to  the  work  of  art  he 
is  judging.  Secondly,  he  must  be  able  to  distinguish  experi- 
ences from  one  another  as  regards  their  less  superficial 
features.  Thirdly,  he  must  be  a  sound  judge  of  values." 

These  criteria  all  point  toward  a  scientific  objectivity, 
but  with  equal  force  they  point  toward  purely  personal 
qualifications,  the  mysterious  subjective  matter  we  call 
"taste."  Illustrating  his  own  qualifications  here  as  well  as 
his  objective  method,  Richards  attaches  as  an  appendix 
to  the  book  a  brief  reading  of  several  of  Eliot's  poems.  If 
superficial,  it  is  nevertheless  extremely  keen,  sensitive,  and 
informed  (he  catches  more  references  in  the  Burbank- 
Bleistein  poem,  for  example,  than  critics  were  noticing 
two  decades  later).  Nevertheless,  Principles  of  Literary 
Criticism  has  a  number  of  flaws.  One  of  the  most  valuable 
things  in  the  book  is  its  insistence  that  "stimuli  are  only 
received  if  they  serve  some  need  of  the  organism"  (that  is, 
in  terms  of  literary  application,  that  a  writer  uses  references 
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and  quotes  only  where  they  express  him),  but  Richards 
proceeds  to  violate  his  own  principle  foolishly,  with  the 
dictum  that  psychoanalytic  criticism  cannot  get  at  the  sig- 
nificance of  "Kubla  Khan,"  since  its  "actual  causation"  is 
Paradise  Lost  and  other  of  Coleridge's  reading — a  fine  and 
quite  uncharacteristic  example  of  begging  the  question.  At 
the  same  time  Richards  misreads  another  of  Coleridge's 
poems,  "The  Ancient  Mariner,"  finding  its  "moral"  an 
"intrusion"  rather  than  the  heart  of  the  poem's  expiatory 
ritual.  Finally,  the  book's  fantastic  neurological  chart  on 
page  116,  picturing  the  way  in  which  the  imagery  of  a  line 
of  poetry  is  experienced  by  the  mind,  creates  comic  effects 
wholly  at  variance  with  Richards's  aims  and  unfair  to  his 
general  seriousness,  and  might  better  have  been  dispensed 
with. 

Richards's  next  book.  Science  and  Poetry,  a  collection  of 
seven  brief  essays,  continues  the  discussion  of  all  these 
problems.  In  it  Richards  develops  the  concept  of  "pseudo- 
questions"  and  "pseudo-statements"  for  the  emotive  utter- 
ances of  poetry,  and  introduces  the  rather  childish  concept, 
later  exploited  tirelessly  by  Marxist  criticism,  of  "modes 
of  escape"  open  to  the  poet,  ways  of  "dodging  difficulties." 
At  the  same  time  Richards  continues  his  specific  discus- 
sions of  poetry,  devoting  the  last  chapter  to  criticizing 
Hardy,  De  la  Mare,  Yeats,  and  Lawrence.  These  as  usual 
are  sensitive  and  perceptive  accounts,  despite  a  vast 
underrating  of  Yeats,  for  which  Richards  apologized  in  a 
footnote  in  the  second  edition  in  1935  (he  also  canceled 
out  the  earlier  statement  that  Eliot  had  "effected  a  com- 
plete severence  between  his  poetry  and  all  beliefs,"  and 
added  an  appendix  explaining  what  he  meant  by  "belief"). 

Practical  Criticism,  Richards's  next  book,  was  planned 
as  a  companion  volume  to  the  Principles,  a  display  of  the 
failures  of  poetic  interpretation  that  the  Principles  aimed 
at  correcting.  It  will  be  discussed  at  some  length  below. 

The  next  two  critical  books,  Mencius  on  the  Mind  and 
Coleridge  on  Imagination,  are  extended  developments  of 
specific  problems.  Mencius,  subtitled  Experiments  in  Mul- 
tiple Definition,  explores  Mencius's  psychological  ideas, 
Chinese  modes  of  meaning,  and  the  Chinese  language  and 
the  problem  of  translating  from  it  into  English,  as  a  series 
of    related    problems    in    plural    interpretation.    Richards 
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begins  on  the  first  page  with  twelve  alternative  readings  for 
two  lines  from  Mencius,  goes  on  to  explore  the  nature  of 
plural  readings  and  the  culturally  produced  characteristics 
of  Chinese  language  in  general,  tests  his  theories  on  a 
passage  by  Herbert  Read,  and  concludes  with  a  formula 
for  multiple  definition,  illustrated  by  classified  tables  of 
multiple  readings  of  "beauty,"  "knowledge,"  "truth,"  and 
"order." 

In  Coleridge  on  Imagination  Richards  attempts  what  is 
essentially  another  exploration  in  multiple  definition,  this 
time  into  the  meaning  of  "imagination,"  taking  off  from 
Coleridge's  concept.  He  defines  his  aim  as  sifting  Cole- 
ridge's speculations  down  to  hypotheses  still  useful,  his 
hope  as  "their  development  into  a  co-operative  technique 
of  inquiry  that  may  become  entitled  to  be  named  a 
science,"  and  his  general  method  as  analysis  and  experi- 
ment rather  than  evaluation  (which  had  now  become  for 
him  either  "suasion"  or  a  ritual  of  "communion").  The 
distinguishing  characteristic  of  twentieth-century  criticism, 
as  Richards  sees  it  in  the  book,  is  inability  to  read,  and 
a  return  to  Coleridge  on  this  point  at  least  would  be  wel- 
come. At  the  same  time  he  continues  to  explore  the 
sources  of  misreadings  in  stock  responses,  in  taking  emo- 
tive for  symbolic  utterances,  and  so  on,  but  with  implicitly 
pejorative  terms  like  "pseudo-statements"  now  discarded. 

The  Coleridge  is  the  last  of  Richards's  pentad  of  major 
critical  books.  The  Philosophy  of  Rhetoric,  published  in 
1936,  is  greatly  disappointing:  a  series  of  Bryn  Mawr 
lectures  in  the  style  of  a  popularization.  Richards  now 
calls  his  field  "rhetoric,"  "the  study  of  misunderstanding 
and  its  remedies,"  or  "how  words  work";  proposes  a  theory 
of  verbal  relativity  that  if  pushed  far  enough  would  make 
all  criticism  impossible;  and  repudiates  all  his  earlier  neuro- 
logical psychology.  The  chief,  if  not  the  only  contribution 
in  the  book  is  the  discussion  of  metaphor,  an  extensive 
analysis  developing  two  new  terms,  "tenor"  and  "vehicle." 
For  the  most  part,  though,  the  book  was  the  first  public 
sign  (coming  after  two  books  in  the  Psyche  Miniatures 
series  devoted  to  Basic)  that  Richards's  interest  had 
formally  shifted  from  communication  on  the  highest  pos- 
sible level,  the  criticism  of  poetry,  to  communication  on  a 
safely  low  mass  level,  Basic  English. 
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Interpretation  in  Teaching,  two  years  later,  was  evidence 
that  Basic  had  not  succeeded  in  robbing  Richards  of  all  his 
critical  concerns,  but,  arising  out  of  his  Cambridge  course 
in  Practical  Criticism  and  conceived  as  a  supplement  to 
the  earlier  book,  it  was  cleariy  a  last  flurry.  In  the  sense 
of  Richards's  preface,  the  book  is  a  fuller  development  of 
The  Philosophy  of  Rhetoric,  in  that  it  attempts  to  revive 
and  refurbish  the  ancient  trivium  of  Rhetoric,  Grammar, 
and  Logic,  and  much  of  it  is  written  in  the  new  non- 
rationalist  tone:  "We  must  accept  our  fundamental  facts 
as  unexplained";  the  trivium  is  to  be  considered  "as  arts 
not  as  sciences";  reading  is  full  of  "unformulatable  im- 
poderables."  Essentially,  however,  the  book  is  in  the  earlier 
tradition,  with  a  constant  emphasis  on  "experiment." 
Richards  obtained  his  data  for  the  book  by  using  the 
same  experimental  "protocol"  method  with  a  class  that  he 
used  for  Practical  Criticism,  although  this  time  working 
with  expository  prose.  He  notes  corrections  and  improve- 
ments in  the  method  that  were  suggested  empirically  and 
discusses  some  of  the  larger  implications,  possibilities,  and 
dangers  of  the  method  he  had  not  had  the  data  for  discuss- 
ing in  the  earlier  book.  At  the  same  time  Richards  recog- 
nizes for  the  first  time  that  to  deal  fully  with  weaknesses 
of  interpretation  he  must  go  off  into  what  he  calls  "charac- 
terology,"  and  does  so  for  a  chapter,  adding  the  dimension 
of  socially  produced  real  human  differences  to  his  previous 
accidental  or  eccentric  hypothetical  readers. 

The  book's  single  great  weakness  is  a  new  faith,  of  almost 
panacea  proportions,  in  education  as  a  way  of  solving 
larger  difficulties,  and  his  suggestions  tend  to  be  as  out  of 
proportion  as  the  Adler  proposal  for  clearing  up  the  world's 
problems  by  the  establishment  of  "a  chair  of  curative 
pedagogy."  After  a  discussion  of  the  general  inability  to 
read  and  interpret  in  our  society,  Richards  writes:  "The 
obvious  recommendation  ...  is  that  the  professional 
journals  should  reserve  sections — perhaps  under  special 
editorship — for  such  communications  from  teachers,  and 
encourage,  in  correspondence  columns,  a  critical  discus- 
sion of  them." 

Meanwhile,  his  preoccupation  with  Basic  had  been  in- 
creasing all  through  the  thirties.  In  1920  Ogden  and 
Richards  had  hit  upon  the  idea  of  Basic  English  as  a 
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result  of  their  researches  for  The  Meaning  of  Meaning, 
when  they  discovered  that  certain  key  words  tended  to  ap- 
pear again  and  again  in  their  definitions,  and  reaUzed  that 
a  small  number  of  basic  words  would  permit  the  expression 
of  any  thought.  Developing  this  idea,  Ogden  worked  for 
ten  years,  and  in  1929  published  the  first  Basic  word-list 
in  Psyche,  followed  by  other  works  outlining  the  language 
and  its  techniques.  In  1933  Richards  wrote  Basic  Rules  of 
Reason,  in  Basic,  to  illustrate  the  ability  of  the  language  to 
clarify  a  complex  matter,  in  this  case  logic.  In  1935  he 
published  a  much  more  ambitious  little  book,  Basic  in 
Teaching:  East  and  West,  which  announces  the  modem 
cultural  crisis,  the  general  failure  in  communication,  in- 
cluding Richards's  experience  of  it  in  a  particularly  extreme 
form  in  China,  and  devotes  the  rest  of  the  book  to  arguing 
for  the  use  of  Basic  English  as  the  remedy  and  defending 
the  language  against  attackers.  Of  the  book  the  most 
charitable  thing  that  can  be  said  is  that  the  problem  Rich- 
ards poses,  something  very  like  a  breakdown  of  our 
civiHzation,  is  not  of  the  same  order  as  the  one  he  solves, 
which  is  better  reading  in  the  schools.  Since  1938  all  his 
books  have  been  principally  devoted  to  Basic,  and  since 
1939  he  has  worked  in  America,  where  the  need  is  per- 
haps greatest.  In  1942  he  published  an  abridged  edition  of 
The  Republic  of  Plato,  largely  in  Basic,  and  as  "footnotes" 
to  it.  How  to  Read  a  Page.  The  latter,  ostensibly  a  critical 
work,  is  actually  another  plug  for  Basic  as  the  solution  to 
the  educational  problem,  and  it  opposes  its  "hundred  great 
words"  to  the  Hundred  Great  Books  program  of  Mortimer 
Adler  and  Scott  Buchanan.  Stylistically,  it  is  as  popularly 
written  as  The  Philosophy  of  Rhetoric,  but  it  manages 
nevertheless  to  be  maddeningly  obscure,  because  of  Rich- 
ards's use  of  seven  varieties  of  specialized  small-letter  quo- 
tation marks  on  words.  In  this  book,  as  in  Basic  Rules  of 
Reason  and  Basic  in  Teaching,  problems  of  multiple  defini- 
tion or  translation  are  into  Basic,  proposed  as  a  general 
cure-all;  and  at  the  end,  when  the  book  has  turned  into 
rather  simplified  Platonic  philosophy,  Richards  concludes 
with  a  final  plea  for  education,  Basic,  and  reason.  In  1943 
Richards  published  a  much  less  ambitious  and  more 
straightforward  job  of  proselytizing,  Basic  English  and  Its 
Uses,  and  since  then  he  has  continued  the  campaign  in 
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The  Pocket  Book  of  Basic  English,  consisting  almost  en- 
tirely of  visual  education  symbols,  and  an  introduction  to 
the  Pocket  Roget's  Thesaurus.  In  1947  Richards  reached 
a  kind  of  apogee  with  the  publication  of  Nations  and  Peace. 
Again  written  almost  entirely  in  Basic  (Richards  used  365 
of  the  words  on  the  Basic  list  and  about  25  others)  and 
illustrated  with  simple  pictures,  it  is  no  less  than  a  proposal 
to  eliminate  war  by  world  government  and  Basic  English 
working  in  conjunction. 

In  terms  of  this  bewildering  output  over  almost  a  quarter 
of  a  century,  it  might  be  interesting  to  raise  the  question  of 
Richards's  profession  or  field.  In  The  Foundations  of  Es- 
thetics he  set  up  as  an  aesthetician,  and  in  The  Meaning  of 
Meaning  as  an  epistemologist  and  what  he  calls  alternately 
a  "symbologist"  and  a  "semanticist."  He  has  always  been 
a  psychologist,  and  calling  himself  a  "centrist,"  has  drawn 
enthusiastically  and  impartially  on  physiological  and  neuro- 
logical psychology,  behaviorism,  Pavlov's  conditioned- 
reflex  psychology,  psychoanalysis,  Gestalt,  and  snips  and 
snatches  from  almost  every  other  psychological  theorizer 
or  experimenter,  as  well  as  on  his  own  empirical  observa- 
tions. In  recent  years  he  has  attacked  educational  psychol- 
ogy (and  presumably  psychology  in  general)  for  "jargon" 
and  "the  disease  of  abstractionism,"  and  from  the  evidence 
in  How  to  Read  a  Page,  is  perhaps  ready  to  restore  his 
psychology,  as  a  branch,  to  the  somewhat  battered  trunk 
of  philosophy  from  which  William  James  originally 
plucked  it.  In  addition,  Richards  has  always  been  a  teacher, 
something  of  a  Sinologist,  logician,  educational  theorist, 
and  linguist,  and,  until  a  decade  ago,  was  incidentally  the 
greatest  and  most  important  of  practicing  professional 
literary  critics.  Perhaps  more  than  any  man  since  Bacon, 
Richards  has  taken  all  knowledge  as  his  province,  and 
his  field  is  the  entire  mind  of  man. 


2. 
The  achievement  of  Practical  Criticism  is  such  that  it  can 
hardly  be  canceled  out  by  any  subsequent  defections.  It 
was  the  beginning  of  objective  criticism,  the  first  organized 
attempt  to  stop  theorizing  about  what  people  get  when 
they  read  a  poem  and  to  find  out.  Its  ultimate  aim  is  no 
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less  loftly  a  one  than  the  general  improvement  of  reading, 
and  as  a  consequence  the  general  improvement  of  literary 
appreciation.  Richards  writes: 

That  the  one  and  only  goal  of  all  critical  endeavours, 
of  all  interpretation,  appreciation,  exhortation,  praise 
or  abuse,  is  improvement  in  communication  may 
seem  an  exaggeration.  But  in  practice  it  is  so.  The 
whole  apparatus  of  critical  rules  and  principles  is  a 
means  to  the  attainment  of  finer,  more  precise,  more 
discriminating  communication.  There  is,  it  is  true, 
a  valuation  side  to  criticism.  When  we  have  solved, 
completely,  the  communication  problem,  when  we 
have  got,  perfectly,  the  experience,  the  mental  condi- 
tion relevant  to  the  poem,  we  have  still  to  judge  it, 
still  to  decide  upon  its  worth.  But  the  latter  question 
nearly  always  settles  itself;  or  rather,  our  own  inmost 
nature  and  the  nature  of  the  world  in  which  we  live 
decide  it  for  us.  Our  prime  endeavour  must  be  to  get 
the  relevant  mental  condition  and  then  see  what  hap- 
pens. 

The  more  limited  aims  of  the  book,  as  Richards  phrases 
them  in  the  first  paragraph  of  his  introduction,  are  three: 

First,  to  introduce  a  new  kind  of  documentation  to 
those  who  are  interested  in  the  contemporary  state  of 
culture  whether  as  critics,  as  philosophers,  as  teachers, 
as  psychologists,  or  merely  as  curious  persons.  Sec- 
ondly, to  provide  a  new  technique  for  those  who  wish 
to  discover  for  themselves  what  they  think  and  feel 
about  poetry  (and  cognate  matters)  and  why  they 
should  like  or  dislike  it.  Thirdly,  to  prepare  the  way 
for  educational  methods  more  efficient  than  those  we 
use  now  in  developing  discrimination  and  the  power 
to  understand  what  we  hear  and  read. 

The  first  purpose  has  of  course  widespread  implications 
for  both  poetry  and  criticism.  Of  the  second,  Richards 
writes: 

My  second  aim  is  more  ambitious  and  requires 
more  explanation.  It  forms  part  of  a  general  attempt 
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to  modify  our  procedure  in  certain  forms  of  discus- 
sion. There  are  subjects — mathematics,  physics,  and 
the  descriptive  sciences  supply  some  of  them — -which 
can  be  discussed  in  terms  of  verifiable  facts  and 
precise  hypotheses.  There  are  other  subjects — the  con- 
crete affairs  of  commerce,  law,  organisation  and  police 
work — which  can  be  handled  by  rules  of  thumb  and 
generally  accepted  conventions.  But  in  between  is  the 
vast  corpus  of  problems,  assumptions,  adumbrations, 
fictions,  prejudices,  tenets;  the  sphere  of  random  be- 
liefs and  hopeful  guesses;  the  whole  world,  in  brief, 
of  abstract  opinion  and  disputation  about  matters  of 
feeling.  To  this  world  belongs  everything  about  which 
civilised  man  cares  most.  I  need  only  instance  ethics, 
metaphysics,  morals,  religion,  aesthetics,  and  the  dis- 
cussions surrounding  liberty,  nationality,  justice,  love, 
truth,  faith  and  knowledge  to  make  this  plain.  As  a 
subject-matter  for  discussion,  poetry  is  a  central  and 
typical  denizen  of  this  world.  It  is  so  both  by  its  own 
nature  and  by  the  type  of  discussion  with  which  it  is 
traditionally  associated.  It  serves,  therefore,  as  an  emi- 
nently suitable  bait  for  anyone  who  wishes  to  trap  the 
current  opinions  and  responses  in  this  middle  field 
for  the  purpose  of  examining  and  comparing  them, 
and  with  a  view  to  advancing  our  knowledge  of  what 
may  be  called  the  natural  history  of  human  opinions 
and  feelings. 

What  Richards  aspired  to,  in  other  words,  was  no  less  than 
advancing  the  territory  of  science,  with  its  objective  data 
experimentally  obtained,  into  the  field  of  poetry  and  anal- 
ogous realms  of  disputation.  And  in  reporting  this  "piece 
of  field-work  in  comparative  ideology,"  Richards  hoped  to 
suggest  improved  pedagogical  techniques  that  would  accom- 
plish his  third  aim.  In  addition,  Richards  found  his  work 
had  implications  in  still  a  fourth  direction,  the  develop- 
ment of  a  critique  of  the  popular,  which  he  presents 
ironically,  despite  its  essentially  serious  implications,  writ- 
ing: "A  strange  light,  incidentally,  is  thrown  upon  the 
sources  of  popularity  for  poetry.  Indeed  I  am  not  without 
fears  that  my  efforts  may  prove  of  assistance  to  young 
poets  (and  others)  desiring  to  increase  their  sales.  A  set 
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of  formulae  for  'nationwide  appeal'  seems  to  be  a  just  pos- 
sible outcome." 

What  Richards  did  is  itself  absurdly  simple.  Over  a 
period  of  years  he  issued  printed  sheets  of  poems,  with 
their  authors  not  given  and  some  slight  attempt  made  to 
disguise  their  periods  by  modernized  spelling,  to  his  stu- 
dents at  Cambridge.  The  poems  ranged  from  Shakespeare 
to  Ella  Wheeler  Wilcox,  and  were  distributed  in  mixed 
groups  of  four.  The  students,  most  of  them  undergraduates 
reading  English  for  an  honours  degree,  were  asked  to  read 
the  poems  carefully  at  their  leisure,  as  often  as  they  wished 
to,  and  comment  on  them.  Richards  defined  a  reading  as 
any  number  of  perusals  at  one  session,  and  asked  the 
students  to  record  the  number  of  readings  with  their  com- 
ments. Since  some  students  listed  a  dozen  or  more  readings, 
and  hardly  any  gave  fewer  than  four  readings  to  any 
poem,  the  poems  were  obviously  read  frequently  and  care- 
fully. At  the  end  of  a  week  Richards  collected  their  com- 
ments, which  he  calls  "protocols,"  and  discussed  them, 
with  the  poems,  in  class.  There  was  no  compulsion  to 
return  protocols,  and  the  sixty  per  cent  who  did  so  must 
have  been  particularly  interested.  Precautions  were  taken 
to  ensure  anonymity,  and  Richards  was  particularly  careful 
in  his  remarks  not  to  influence  the  group  for  or  against 
any  of  the  poems,  or  to  give  them  any  hints  other  than 
that  the  poems  tended  to  be  a  mixed  lot. 

Practical  Criticism,  subtitled  A  Study  of  Literary  Judg- 
ment, presents  some  of  this  material,  given  organization 
and  significance.  The  first  section  of  the  book  is  Intro- 
ductory, explaining  the  experiment  and  discussing  its  var- 
ious problems.  The  second,  the  longest  in  the  book,  gives 
samplings  of  the  protocols  on  thirteen  poems,  with  the 
poems,  divided  into  a  chapter  for  each  poem  and  roughly 
subdivided  according  to  the  reaction  displayed.  The  third 
section  analyzes  the  principal  general  problems  raised  by 
the  protocols.  The  fourth  section  consists  of  summary  and 
recommendations,  and  four  appendices  are  added:  one  of 
further  notes,  one  tabulating  the  relative  popularity  of  the 
thirteen  poems,  one  giving  their  authorship  (so  that  the 
reader,  who  has  been  testing  himself  in  the  same  fashion, 
is  finally  let  in  on  the  secret),  and  the  last  printing  the 
poems  as  originally  set  before  the  students.  The  thirteen 
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poems  discussed  in  the  book  range  from  several  generally 
considered  meritous,  like  Donne's  "Holy  Sonnet  VII" 
("At  the  round  earths  imagin'd  corners,  blow")  and  Hop- 
kins's "Spring  and  Fall:  to  a  young  child,"  to  work  by 
Philip  James  Bailey,  J.  D.  C.  Pellew,  Wilfred  Rowland 
Childe,  and  a  man  known  as  "Woodbine  Willie." 

Richards's  procedure  in  the  book  is  to  print  the  poem, 
print  and  analyze  reactions  to  it,  and  then  generalize.  His 
own  brilliant  readings  of  the  poems  come  through  chiefly 
by  suggestion  and  incidentally.  To  make  a  basic  distinction 
in  his  protocol  material,  he  uses  the  term  "statement"  for 
utterances  chiefly  interesting  for  what  they  say,  "expres- 
sion" for  utterances  chiefly  interesting  for  what  they  re- 
flect of  the  mental  operations  of  the  writers.  Richards  also 
assures  the  reader  that  the  protocols  are  untampered  with, 
with  even  the  spelling  and  punctuation  left  unchanged  in 
significant  places  (even  the  handwriting,  Richards  says,  is 
meaningful,  but  he  has  no  way  to  reproduce  it),  and  that 
none  of  them  is  manufactured  (a  reasonable  suspicion  in 
view  of  the  utter  incredibility  of  some  of  the  comments). 
He  also  insists  that  he  has  selected  his  protocol  material 
as  objectively  and  fairly  as  possible,  with  the  reservation 
that  he  has  somewhat  slighted  the  proportion  of  noncom- 
mittal material. 

What  the  protocols  reveal,  by  and  large,  is  probably 
the  most  shocking  picture,  exhaustively  documented,  of 
the  general  reading  of  poetry  ever  presented.  Perhaps  the 
most  frightening  single  thing  Richards  got  was  evidence 
that  his  students  (and,  presumably,  all  but  a  few  partic- 
ularly qualified  readers  and  poets)  lean  absolutely  on  the 
authority  of  the  writer's  name,  and  their  sense  of  its  rank 
in  the  pantheon,  as  a  crutch.  Without  an  author's  name, 
they  proved  in  almost  every  case  unable  to  guess  the 
author,  and  when  they  guessed,  guessed  wrong  and  then 
proceeded  to  make  an  automatic  evaluation  consistent 
with  that  wrong  guess.  As  a  general  rule,  their  honest 
opinions,  with  no  authority  to  lean  on,  more  or  less  reversed 
all  the  accepted  judgments  of  poetic  value.  Lest  this  fact 
serve  to  discredit  the  accepted  judgments,  the  idiocy  of 
their  remarks  and  their  plain  inability  to  read  or  notice 
the  simplest  and  most  patent  physical  fact  in  a  Doem  make 
it  clear  that  the  fault  is  theirs. 
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Richards  summarizes  the  chief  difficulties  the  protocols 
reveal,  and  the  best  way  to  give  some  sense  of  his  mate- 
rial is  probably  to  paraphrase  his  summary,  and  then  to 
show  some  typical  protocols  displaying  some  of  the 
faults.  He  found  ten  principal  difficulties: 

A.  Inability  to  make  out  the  plain  sense  of  poetry,  to 
construe  its  paraphrasable  prose  meaning. 

B.  Difficulties  in  the  sensuous  apprehension  of  form. 

C.  Difficulties  with  visual  imagery. 

D.  Mnemonic  irrelevances,  chiefly  personal  reminis- 
cences or  erratic  associations. 

E.  Stock  responses  called  into  action  by  the  poem. 

F.  Sentimentality. 

G.  Inhibition,  its  obverse. 
H.  Doctrinal  adhesions. 

I.    Technical  presuppositions. 

J.    General  critical  preconceptions. 

First,  a  few  sample  protocols  and  fragments  on  the 
Donne  sonnet,  perhaps  the  most  distinguished  poem  in  the 
batch.  One  reader  called  it  a  stanza,  failing  to  recognize  it 
as  a  sonnet,  and  another,  carried  away  by  his  stock  response 
to  its  subject-matter,  identified  it  as  hymn  meter,  writing: 

Mouthfuls  of  words.  Has  no  appeal  whatsoever. 
Make  a  good  hymn — in  fact,  that's  the  way  the  metre 
goes. 

Too  religious  for  one  who  doesn't  believe  in  re- 
penting that  way. 

One  reader  couldn't  do  a  thing  with  it: 

I  confess  immediately  that  I  can't  make  out  what 
all  the  shouting  is  about.  The  poem  is  completely 
confusing.  The  numerous  pronouns  and  adverbs  mix 
up  the  thought,  if  indeed  there  is  one  definite  thought 
throughout. 

One   reader   finds   "round   earth's   imagined   corners"    "a 
pretty  conceit,"  and  another  writes  patronizingly: 

It  is  difficult  to  share  the  poet's  attitude,  because 
although  he  is  evidently  sincere,  his  technique  is  bad. 
The  lines  do,  however,  in  spite  of  this  express  the 
simple  faith  of  a  very  simple  man. 
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One  student  goes  into  a  bit  of  autobiography: 

Having  tried  unsuccessfully  to  write  sonnets  my- 
self, I  have  a  perhaps  abnormal  admiration  for  sonnet- 
writers.  Had  this  not  been  so,  I  think  I  would  in  the 
end  have  said  that  this  sonnet  was  bad. 

"The  rhymes  are  not  perfect,"  writes  one.  "It  slows 
down  and  stumbles  toward  the  end,"  writes  another.  "I 
felt  that  the  writer  had  aimed  at  a  high  mark,  but  that 
the  arrow  had  fallen  short,"  writes  a  third.  A  scansion 
enthusiast  gets  in  his  conmient: 

The  passage  seems  to  be  a  rotten  sonnet  written  in 
a  very  temperamental  kind  of  iambic  pentameter.  Not 
even  by  cruel  forcing  and  beating  the  table  with  my 
fingers  can  I  find  the  customary  five  iambic  feet  to 
a  verse;  the  feet  are  frequently  not  iambic,  and  there 
are  sometimes  four,  and  even  six  accented  syllables 
to  the  verse.  In  structure  the  passage  sounds  like  the 
first  labors  of  a  school  boy.  Particularly  displeasing 
are  verses  5,  6,  and  7.  Yet  the  idea  seems  really 
worth  while. 

To  which  another  opposes  the  view:  "I  should  never 
bother  about  the  sense;  the  sound  is  enough  for  me." 
"There  are  no  pictures  in  it,"  one  student  writes  by  way 
of  criticism,  and  another  gives  it  the  final  dismissal: 

The  first  point  about  this  sonnet,  which  seems  most 
obvious  is  that  it  could  have  been  written  quite,  if  not 
more,  effectively  in  prose. 

The  Donne  poem  received  30  favorable  protocols,  42 
unfavorable  ones,  and  28  noncommittal  ones.  By  contrast 
we  might  look  at  the  poem  that  received  the  greatest  num- 
ber of ''favorable  protocols  (54)  and  the  fewest  unfavor- 
able ones  (31,  the  remaining  15  being  noncommittal), 
J.  D.  C.  Pellew's  "The  Temple,"  from  Parentalia  and  Other 
Poems,  which  begins: 

Between  the  erect  and  solemn  trees 
I  will  go  down  upon  my  knees; 

1   shall   not  find   this   day 

So  meet  a  place  to  pray, 
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and  continues  for  five  similar  stanzas.  Some  readers  simply 
ignored  the  poem  and  engaged  in  religious  disputation,  like 
this  one: 

I  don't  like  to  hear  people  boast  about  praying. 
Alfred  de  Vigny  held  that  to  pray  is  cowardly,  and 
while  I  don't  go  as  far  as  this,  I  do  think  that  it  is 
rude  to  cram  religious  ecstasies  down  the  throat  of  a 
sceptical  age. 

Another  critic  produced  a  fine  example  of  mnemonic 
irrelevance: 

When  I  first  read  the  third  verse,  a  vivid  picture 
came  into  my  mind  of  a  forward  breaking  away  with 
the  ball,  from  a  loose  scrum  and  "with  never  a  swerve" 
making  straight  for  the  line. 

Most  of  the  readers,  however,  liked  the  poem.  Here  are 
some  typical  comments  giving  some  characteristic  reasons 
for  the  preference: 

The  thoughts  behind  this  approach  perfection;  the 
expression  of  the  sentiment  is  as  exquisite  as  the  senti- 
ments themselves.  ...  I  find  my  thoughts  expressed 
in  this. 

I  think  this  is  a  very  fine  poem  indeed.  I  like  the 
metre,  and  I  like  the  atmosphere  of  the  whole  thing. 
It  gives  at  once  a  grand  picture  of  the  forest,  and  the 
devotional  feeling  with  which  the  author  was  imbued 
by  the  sight  which  he  depicts.  It  is  a  fine  communica- 
tion of  a  fine  feeling. 

The  rhythm  seems  to  match  the  march  of  the 
thought  perfectly. 

An  atmosphere  of  peace,  and  deep  reverence,  which 
transports  the  reader  into  another  world,  more  pure 
and  white  than  this. 

The  poet  has  succeeded  in  universalizing  his  desire 
to  worship.  ...  A  very  lovely  poem. 

This  is  the  gem  of  the  four  pieces.  It  creates  the 
solemn  peaceful  reverent  atmosphere  of  a  pine  wood 
for  us.  We  recollect  how  often  similar  thoughts,  oc- 
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casioned  by  the  reverent  calm  of  the  trees,  have  arisen 
in  us,  as  we  stand  awed  by  their  grandeur  and  majesty. 
It  is  calm  and  beautifully  euphonious  in  sound. 

The  really  terrifying  thing  about  Practical  Criticism  is 
the  realization  that  the  protocol-writers  are  not  typical 
readers  of  poetry,  but  particularly  superior  readers:  pro- 
spective teachers,  writers,  even  poets,  reading  under  almost 
ideal  conditions  (granting  the  limitations  of  having  no 
authority  to  rely  on,  no  clues  from  a  body  of  work,  and 
no  hint  of  what  Richards  calls  the  poem's  "provenance"). 
Richards  writes  sadly: 

From  such  comparisons  as  I  have  been  able  to 
make  with  protocols  supplied  by  audiences  of  other 
types,  I  see  no  reason  whatever  to  think  that  a  higher 
standard  of  critical  discernment  can  easily  be  found 
under  our  present  cultural  conditions.  Doubtless, 
could  the  Royal  Society  of  Literature  or  the  Academic 
Committee  of  the  English  Association  be  impounded 
for  purposes  of  experiment  we  might  expect  greater 
uniformity  in  the  comments  or  at  least  in  their  style, 
and  a  more  wary  approach  as  regards  some  of  the 
dangers  of  the  test.  But  with  regard  to  equally  essential 
matters  occasions  for  surprise  might  still  occur. 

And  in  his  summary  at  the  end  of  the  book  he  adds,  of 
the  protocol-writers: 

With  few  exceptions  they  are  products  of  the  most 
expensive  kind  of  education.  I  would  like  to  repeat, 
with  emphasis,  that  there  is  no  reason  whatever  to 
suppose  that  higher  capacity  for  reading  poetry  will 
be  manifested  by  any  similar  group  anywhere  in  the 
world.  Sons  and  daughters  of  other  Universities  who 
are  tempted  to  think  otherwise  may  be  invited  to  bring 
experimental  evidence  collected  under  the  same  condi- 
tions. But  no  experienced  teacher  will  be  surprised 
by  any  of  the  protocols;  no  teacher,  at  least,  who  has 
refrained  from  turning  his  pupils  into  sounding-boards 
that  reflect  his  own  opinions.  And,  candidly,  how 
many  of  us  are  convinced,  with  reason,  that  we 
would  have  made  a  better  showing  ourselves  under 
these  conditions? 
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Richards's  experiment  in  Practical  Criticism  was  ad- 
mittedly a  first  groping  toward  a  laboratory  technique,  very 
fragmentary  and  easily  subject  to  criticism.  In  the  book 
itself  he  notes  a  number  of  things  he  might  have  done  and 
neglected  to  do:  projects  like  studying  variations  of  judg- 
ment in  individual  readers  (what  he  called  "characterol- 
ogy"),  and  tracing  correlations  between  approval  of  one 
type  of  poem  and  disapproval  of  another.  He  remarks 
that  some  of  his  individual  variations  may  simply  be  due 
to  fatigue,  and  suggests  that  four  short  poems  may  be  too 
many  for  a  week's  reading,  "absurd  though  this  suggestion 
will  seem  to  those  godlike  lords  of  the  syllabus-world,  who 
think  that  the  whole  of  English  Literature  can  be  perused 
with  profit  in  about  a  year!"  In  Interpretation  in  Teaching 
Richards  proposes  further  extensions  of  the  method,  in- 
cluding interviews  with  the  protocol-writers,  studies  of 
crossings-out  in  their  manuscripts  to  get  at  their  thought- 
processes,  and  so  on.  A  number  of  other  possibilities  for 
corrections  and  extensions  readily  come  to  mind;  in  terms 
of  characterology:  correlations  with  background  and 
eariier  education,  with  experience  in  reading  poetry,  with 
length  of  the  protocol,  with  general  character  traits;  in 
terms  of  scientific  experiment:  numerical  gradings,  com- 
parison with  protocols  from  control  groups  who  are  told 
the  names  of  the  authors;  as  well  as  further  extensions  in 
giving  the  poems  false  authors,  rewriting  them  for  various 
effects,  antiquing  or  modernizing  them,  and  an  almost 
limitless  vista  of  experimental  possibilities.  Somewhat  dif- 
ferent results,  finally,  might  have  come  from  simply  asking 
the  students  to  write  only  on  poems  they  liked. 

Perhaps  the  book's  most  serious  deficiency  is  one  Rich- 
ards recognizes  and  attempts  to  defend:  its  psychological 
superficiality.  He  writes: 

I  am  anxious  to  meet  as  far  as  may  be  the  objection 
that  may  be  brought  by  some  psychologists,  and  these 
the  best,  that  the  protocols  do  not  supply  enough 
evidence  for  us  really  to  be  able  to  make  out  the 
motives  of  the  writers  and  that  therefore  the  whole 
investigation  is  superficial.  But  the  beginning  of  every 
research  ought  to  be  superficial,  and  to  find  something 
to  investigate  that  is  accessible  and  detachable  is  one 
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of  the  chief  difficulties  of  psychology.  I  believe  the 
chief  merit  of  the  experiment  here  made  is  that  it 
gives  us  this.  Had  I  wished  to  plumb  the  depths  of 
these  writers'  Unconscious,  where  I  am  quite  willing 
to  agree  the  real  motives  of  their  likings  and  dislikings 
would  be  found,  I  should  have  devised  something  like 
a  branch  of  psychoanalytic  technique  for  the  purpose. 
But  it  was  clear  that  little  progress  would  be  made  if 
we  attempted  to  drag  too  deep  a  plough.  However, 
even  as  it  is,  enough  strange  material  is  turned  up. 

Even  granting  the  justice  of  Richards's  explanation,  it  can 
only  be  regretted  that  a  deeper  plow  could  not  have  been 
dragged,  since  at  least  it  would  have  dispersed  some  of 
the  easy  optimism  from  his  final  suggestions  for  educa- 
tional reform. 

Almost  the  only  thing  in  the  book  that  allows  the  reader 
to  keep  his  sanity  and  some  sense  of  hope  for  the  future 
of  poetry  is  the  steady  counterpoint  of  Richards's  own 
brilliant  and  sensitive  readings.  These  are  almost  never 
stated  directly,  but  are  generally  implied  by  pointing  up 
statements  and  suggestions  in  the  protocols,  so  that  a  valid 
reading  finally  emerges  by  a  kind  of  dialectic  process. 
Richards  is  fully  aware  of  this  dramatistic  structure  of  the 
book,  writing:  "I  shall  proceed  poem  by  poem,  allowing 
the  internal  drama  latent  in  every  clash  of  opinion,  of 
taste  or  temperament  to  guide  the  arrangement."  In  a  few 
cases,  to  clear  up  points  no  protocol-writer  handles,  Rich- 
ards furnishes  samples  of  his  own  reading,  and  they  always 
come  like  beams  of  light  through  the  thick  fog.  A 
rare  example  is  his  gloss  on  the  line  from  one  of  the 
poems,  "O  frail  steel  tissues  of  the  sun": 

"Tissue,"  to  begin  with  the  noun,  has  a  double 
sense;  firstly,  "cloth  of  steel"  in  extension  from  "cloth 
of  gold"  or  "cloth  of  silver,"  the  cold,  metallic,  in- 
organic quaUty  of  the  fabric  being  perhaps  important; 
secondly,  "thin,  soft,  semi-transparent"  as  with  tissue- 
paper.  "Steel"  is  also  present  as  a  sense-metaphor  of  . 
Aristotle's  second  kind,  when  the  transference  is  from 
species  to  genus,  steel  a  particular  kind  of  strong 
material  being  used  to  stand  for  any  material  strong 
enough  to  hold  together,  as  it  appears,  the  immensity 
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of  the  cloud-structure.  The  colour  suggestion  of  "steel" 
is  also  relevant.  "Frail"  echoes  the  semi-transparency 
of  "tissue,"  the  diaphanousness,  and  the  impending 
dissolution  too.  "Of  the  sun"  it  may  be  added  runs 
parallel  to  "of  the  silk  worm,"  i.e.,  produced  by  the 
sun. 

The  tremendous  value  of  Practical  Criticism  lies  almost 
wholly  in  its  data  on  how  poetry  is  actually  read  by  sup- 
posedly qualified  people,  counterpointed  by  Richards's 
own  readings  and  amplified  and  generalized  by  him.  He 
more  or  less  recognizes  the  inadequacy  of  his  recommenda- 
tions at  the  end  of  the  book,  or  in  fact  of  any  recom- 
mendations. The  book  proposes  improvement  through  ed- 
ucation: further  experimentation  in  the  universities,  the 
teaching  of  interpretation  as  a  subject,  and  even  a  Chair 
of  Signifies  ludicrously  close  to  Adler's  Chair  of  Curative 
Pedagogy.  Yet  quis  custodiet  ipsos  custodes — who  will 
teach  the  teachers?  As  Richards  recognizes,  his  protocol- 
writers  are  precisely  the  teachers  of  poetry  in  the  next 
generation,  and  it  is  unlikely  that  they  will  be  fundamen- 
tally altered  by  his  course,  this  book,  or  the  whole  corpus 
of  his  books.  Constant  evidence  from  life  makes  it  clear 
that  the  general  inability  to  experience  works  of  art  in- 
telligently and  critically  extends  to  the  professionals  in 
the  field  and  others  presumably  qualified. 

In  the  last  analysis,  all  that  a  work  like  Practical  Criti- 
cism can  do  by  way  of  remedying  the  situation  it  presents 
is  to  create  a  clearing  of  intelligent  and  sensitive  reading 
in  the  jungle  of  general  incompetence.  Where  the  larger 
hope  lies  is  that  this  reading  is  to  some  extent  collective, 
a  truth  produced  out  of  the  meeting  of  many  errors,  and 
we  can  presume  that  Richards's  readings  are  not  only 
presented  through  the  vehicle  of  the  protocols,  but  to 
some  extent  inspired,  directed,  and  elucidated  by  them;  a 
technique  similar  to  the  truth-by-accretion  technique  of 
his  other  work.  Obviously,  there  is  no  "correct"  reading  of 
a  poem,  but  there  are  good  ones  and  bad  ones,  and  good 
ones  tend  to  arise  out  of  the  interplay  of  many  bad  ones. 
Here  it  is  clear  that  the  great  contribution  of  Practical 
Criticism,  and  Richards's  work  in  general,  to  modern 
literary  criticism,  is  chiefly  one  of  method  and  methodol- 
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ogy  rather  than  principles  or  suggestions  for  reform.  By 
creating  some  approximation  of  experimental  conditions, 
he  achieves  for  the  first  time  an  objective  account  of  how 
poetry  is  actually  read,  and  focuses  criticism  on  its  least 
adequately  handled  area,  poetic  communication  or  inter- 
pretation, the  poem-reader  relationship.  By  creating  some 
approximation  of  a  collective  condition,  he  achieves  a 
technique  for  improving  that  reading  and  that  relationship. 


3. 
In  a  fragmentary  and  intuitive  fashion,  as  in  the  case  of 
so  many  other  modern  techniques,  literary  criticism  has 
always  been  concerned  with  the  reader's  or  audience's 
part  in  the  communicative  process  of  art.  Plato  and  Aris- 
totle both  generalized  about  audience-reaction  in  their 
opposed  psychosocial  doctrines  of  art  as  harmful-stimula- 
tion-of-the-emotions  and  art  as  helpful-purgation-of-the- 
emotions,  but  neither  attempted  to  study  specific  audience 
reactions  to  specific  works.  Longinus,  in  On  the  Sublime, 
clearly  developed  in  the  use  of  language  the  distinction 
that  Mill  was  later  to  name  as  "denotation"  and  "connota- 
tion," when  he  wrote  (W.  Rhys  Roberts's  translation) : 
"Further  you  will  be  aware  of  the  fact  that  an  image  has 
one  purpose  with  the  orators  and  another  with  the  poets, 
and  that  the  design  of  the  poetical  image  is  enthralment;  of 
the  rhetorical,  vivid  description."  This  distinction  is  basic 
to  any  study  of  the  audience's  experience  of  art,  but 
Longinus  never  followed  it  farther.  He  did,  however,  later 
in  the  same  work,  suggest  a  number  of  techniques  for 
producing  audience  effects,  of  which  his  discussion  of  the 
effect  of  changing  grammatical  "person"  is  typical.  After 
quoting  a  Herodotus  line  announcing  the  hero's  doings  in 
the  direct  address  of  the  second  person  rather  than  the 
third,  Longinus  writes: 

Do  you  observe,  my  friend,  how  he  leads  you  in 
imagination  through  the  region  and  makes  you  see 
what  you  hear?  All  such  cases  of  direct  personal  ad- 
dress place  the  hearer  on  the  very  scene  of  action. 
So  it  is  when  you  seem  to  be  speaking,  not  to  all  and 
sundry,  but  to  a  single  individual. 
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But  Tydeides — thou   wouldst   not   have   known 
him,  for  whom  that  hero  fought.   (Iliad,  V,  85.) 
You  will  make  your  hearer  more  excited  and  more  at- 
tentive, and  full  of  active  participation,  if  you  keep 
him  on  the  alert  by  words  addressed  to  himself. 

Probably  the  first  formal  recognition  of  the  need  for 
psychological  study  of  the  audience  came  in  the  eighteenth 
century,  culminating  in  Edmund  Burke's  essay  "On  the 
Sublime  and  Beautiful."  In  the  words  of  John  Morley: 

It  was  a  vigorous  enlargement  of  the  principle, 
which  Addison  had  not  long  before  timidly  illustrated, 
that  critics  of  art  seek  its  principles  in  the  wrong  place, 
so  long  as  they  limit  their  search  to  poems,  pictures, 
engravings,  statues,  and  buildings,  instead  of  first 
arranging  the  sentiments  and  faculties  in  man  to 
which  art  makes  it  appeal.  Addison's  treatment  was 
slight,  and  merely  literary;  Burke  dealt  boldly  with 
his  subject  on  the  base  of  the  most  scientific  psychol- 
ogy that  was  then  within  his  reach.  To  approach  it 
on  the  psychological  side  at  all,  was  to  make  a  distinct 
and  remarkable  advance  in  the  method  of  the  inquiry 
which  he  had  taken  in  hand. 

In  pursuing  art  into  the  area  of  the  audience,  Burke  was 
logically  putting  into  practice  the  view,  growing  all  through 
the  eighteenth  century,  that  criticism  would  profit  from 
less  conjecture  and  more  data.  As  Johnson  wrote  in  the 
Rambler,  "It  is  the  task  of  criticism  to  establish  principles; 
to  improve  opinion  into  knowledge."  In  the  next  century 
Coleridge  in  Biographia  Literaria,  almost  echoing  Johnson 
(he  said  the  end  of  criticism  was  to  establish  "the  principles 
of  writing"),  added  a  further  scientific  feature,  experi- 
mentation. Noting  a  point  Richards  was  to  display  at  length 
in  Practical  Criticism,  the  wide  variance  and  essential  in- 
consistency of  audience  reaction  to  poetry  (in  this  case, 
Wordsworth's  Lyrical  Ballads),  Coleridge  writes: 

That  this  conjecture  is  not  wide  from  the  mark, 
I  am  induced  to  believe  from  the  noticeable  fact, 
which  I  can  state  on  my  own  knowledge,  that  the  same 
general  censure  has  been  grounded  by  almost  every 
different   person    on    some    different   poem.    Among 
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those,  whose  candour  and  judgment  I  estimate  highly, 
I  distinctly  remember  six  who  expressed  their  objec- 
tions to  the  same  purport,  at  the  same  time  admitting, 
that  several  of  the  poems  had  given  them  great  pleas- 
ure; and,  strange  as  it  might  seem,  the  composition 
which  one  cited  as  execrable,  another  quoted  as  his 
favourite.  I  am  indeed  convinced  in  my  own  mind, 
that  could  the  same  experiment  have  been  tried  with 
these  volumes,  as  was  made  in  the  well  known  story 
of  the  picture,  the  result  would  have  been  the  same; 
the  parts  which  had  been  covered  by  black  spots 
on  the  one  day,  would  be  found  equally  alba  lapide 
notatce  on  the  succeeding. 

At  about  the  time  Coleridge  was  furnishing  the  the- 
oretical base  that  would  develop  into  objective  reader- 
experimentation,  De  Quincey  produced  a  number  of 
introspective,  intuitive,  studies  of  reader-reaction,  of  which 
"On  the  Knocking  at  the  Gate  in  Macbeth"  is  the  best- 
known  example,  which  would  later  flower  into  psycho- 
analytic researches  in  the  same  area.  On  the  knocking  at 
the  gate,  De  Quincey  began  with  the  problem  of  the  in- 
explicable disproportion  of  the  reactions  it  aroused  in  him 
(precisely  the  problem  with  which  Ernest  Jones  began 
his  researches  into  Hamlet  a  century  later).  De  Quincey 
writes: 

From  my  boyish  days  I  had  always  felt  a  great 
perplexity  on  one  point  in  Macbeth.  It  was  this:  the 
knocking  at  the  gate,  which  succeeds  to  the  murder 
of  Duncan,  produced  to  my  feelings  an  effect  for 
which  I  never  could  account.  The  effect  was,  that  it 
reflected  back  upon  the  murder  a  peculiar  awfulness 
and  a  depth  of  solemnity;  yet,  however  obstinately  I 
endeavored  with  my  understanding  to  comprehend 
this,  for  many  years  I  never  could  see  why  it  should 
produce  such  an  effect. 

After  which,  by  following  along  an  introspective  inquiry, 
he  emerges  with  an  answer.  (The  fact  that  it  is  not  the 
answer,  and  that  much  more  satisfying  ones  have  since 
been  produced,  does  not  at  all  invalidate  De  Quincey's 
methodological  achievement.) 
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Through  the  nineteenth  century  the  Coleridge  tradition 
developed  into  a  general  experimental  testing  in  areas 
previously  regarded  as  sacred  to  conjecture.  Galton's  test 
of  the  efficacy  of  prayer  (which  Richards  has  several  times 
referred  to  approvingly)  is  a  typical,  if  somewhat  comic, 
example.  Galton  decided,  reasonably  enough,  that  more 
prayers  are  made  on  behalf  of  the  lives  of  sovereigns  and 
the  children  of  clergymen  than  for  other  people,  and  he 
checked  statistics  on  their  comparative  lengths  of  life.  (He 
found  that  they  tended  to  be  shorter  than  average,  but 
not  enough  to  warrant  the  assumption  that  prayer  is 
clearly  harmful.) 

The  views  of  what  is  known  on  the  Continent  as  "the 
English  aesthetic,"  the  physiological  aesthetics  of  Herbert 
Spencer  and  Grant  Allen,  in  which  the  experience  of 
beauty  is  based  in  a  bodily  reaction,  developed  in  Germany 
into  a  substantial  school  of  experimental  aestheticians.  Its 
founder,  Gustav  Fechner,  began  by  experimentally  testing 
Adolf  Zeising's  hypothesis  that  the  divisions  of  "the  golden 
section"  (in  which  the  smaller  unit  is  to  the  larger  as  the 
larger  is  to  the  sum)  are  innately  pleasing.  His  experiments 
confirming  this  hypothesis,  reported  in  Experimental  Es- 
thetics, introduced  the  experimental  method  with  its  quan- 
titative emphasis  and  in  general  created  a  laborator}^  ap- 
proach for  studying  audience  reaction.  Von  Helmholtz,  in 
Sensations  of  Tone,  grounded  the  aesthetics  of  music  solidly 
in  physics  and  physiology,  but  the  attempts  of  investigators 
like  E.  W.  Brucke,  Ewald  Hering,  and  later  men  to  do 
the  same  for  the  pleasurable  effects  of  colors  and  their 
combinations  have  so  far  not  had  the  same  success.  Fech- 
ner's  disciple  Wilhelm  Wundt,  in  his  Physiological  Psychol- 
ogy, has  sketched  out  the  chief  lines  of  future  development 
for  experimental  aesthetics.  Despite  such  slipshod  misuse 
as  the  current  talk  of  "visceral"  reactions  to  pictures  and 
the  "empathy"  craze,  in  its  direction  (probably  as  taken 
over  by  the  gestaltists)  presumably  lies  what  hope  we  have 
for  both  a  body  of  scientific  data  on  audience  reactions 
and  the  only  genuinely  objective  aesthetic  we  are  ever  likely 
to  get. 

To  a  lesser  extent  a  similar  movement  developed  in 
France.  In  1888  £mile  Hennequin  published  La  Critique 
scientifique,   founding  the   science   of   "esthopsychology." 
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Defining  literature  as  "a  collection  of  \yritten  signs  intended 
to  produce  non-active  emotions,"  Hennequin  developed  a 
fantastic  battery  of  terms  and  systems  of  classification 
from  the  physical  sciences  for  handling  the  work  both 
as  an  expression  of  the  author  and  in  terms  of  its  effect  on 
the  reader.  His  purposes  and  methods  were  valid,  if  some- 
what premature,  but  the  results  he  obtained  in  applying 
the  structure  to  literature  in  two  volumes  of  Etudes  de 
critique  scientifique  the  two,  following  years  were  not  very 
successful.  Hennequin's  work  is  clearly  in  the  tradition  of 
much  of  Richards's,  and  it  has  had  a  great  effect  on  such 
psychoanalytic  critics  as  Charles  Baudouin.  It  seems  even 
to  have  influenced  so  unlikely  a  prospect  for  scientific 
criticism  as  Remy  de  Gourmont,  who,  despite  all  the  pure 
aestheticism  of  his  theories,  has  drawn  heavily  on  both 
physics  and  physiology,  and  at  one  time  planned  to  write  a 
book  called  The  World  of  Words,  "to  determine  whether 
words  have  really  a  meaning — that  is  to  say,  a  constant 
value,"  which  sounds  as  though  it  would  have  been  some- 
thing very  similar  to  The  Meaning  of  Meaning,  at  least  in 
intention. 

A  number  of  contemporary  critics  besides  Richards 
have  picked  up  one  or  the  other  aspects  of  this  tradition: 
either  attempting  experimental  laboratory  forms  of  criti- 
cism, or  studying  the  communicative  process  and  reader- 
reactions  by  means  of  other  techniques.  Maud  Bodkin's 
experiments  with  reader-introspection  and  accounts  of  her 
own  introspective  reactions  have  been  discussed  above 
(chapter  on  Miss  Bodkin).  Probably  the  most  fantastic 
laboratory  experiment  yet  done  with  literature  was  per- 
formed by  a  Columbia  psychologist  named  Frederick 
Lyman  Wells  and  written  up  in  the  Archives  of  Psychology 
for  August  1907  as  "A  Statistical  Study  of  Literary  Merit." 
Professor  Wells  collected  ten  graduate  students  in  English 
at  Columbia  and  asked  them  to  grade  ten  American  writers 
— Bryant,  Cooper,  Emerson,  Hawthorne,  Holmes,  Irving, 
Longfellow,  Lowell,  Poe,  Thoreau — for  ten  quaUties: 
charm,  clearness,  euphony,  finish,  force,  imagination,  orig- 
inality, proportion,  sympathy,  wholesomeness.  According 
to  the  gradings,  he  computed  American  literary  rankings, 
which  turned  out  to  be:  Hawthorne  in  first  place,  followed 
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in  order  by  Poe,  Emerson,  Lowell,  Longfellow,  Irving, 
Bryant,  Thoreau,  Holmes,  and  Cooper.  ' 

Without  equaling  Wells's  egregiousness,  Teachers'  Col- 
lege at  Columbia  has  continued  a  tradition  of  literary 
experiment  and  measurement.  Among  many  works  pro- 
duced, a  few  examples  might  be  mentioned.  In  1922,  be- 
fore the  appearance  of  Practical  Criticism,  Allan  Abbott 
and  M.  R.  Trabue  published  a  monograph  on  A  Measure 
of  Ability  to  Judge  Poetry.  Their  experiment,  which  was 
particularly  ingenious,  consisted  in  giving  the  subjects  each 
poem  along  with  three  rewrites  of  it:  one  sentimentalized, 
one  made  markedly  prosy,  and  one  made  technically 
faulty;  then  tabulating  their  preferences,  which  resulted 
in  a  fairly  dismal  picture.  Mortimer  Adler,  for  his  doc- 
toral thesis,  did  a  similar  experiment  using  music  that 
had  been  worsened  in  ingenious  ways  for  him  by  a  pro- 
fessional musician.  And  Helene  Hartley,  in  1930,  pub- 
lished the  record  of  still  another  experiment  along  similar 
lines,  in  a  monograph  entitled  Tests  on  the  Interpretative 
Reading  of  Poetry  for  Teachers  of  English. 

Levin  L.  Schiicking's  The  Sociology  of  Literary  Taste, 
which  first  appeared  in  German  in  1931  and  was  pub- 
lished in  English  in  1944,  is  an  attempt  at  another  sort  of 
scientific  approach.  Actually  the  book,  which  is  extremely 
short,  is  little  more  than  a  brief  literary  history  general- 
izing about  the  shift  in  the  status  of  the  artist  and  the 
criteria  of  art  and  taste  in  modern  times.  It  does,  however, 
manage  to  suggest  some  of  the  lines  of  investigation  that 
would  make  an  actual  sociology  of  literary  taste  possible: 
detailed  study  of  changes  in  newspapers  and  periodicals; 
"inquiry  into  the  views  of  particular  social  groups  and  pro- 
fessions"; examination  of  statistics  on  the  sales  of  books, 
including  figures  on  reprintings  of  earlier  literature;  sur- 
veys of  lending  libraries,  book  clubs,  reading  groups.  Un- 
scientifically, Schiicking  has  already  made  such  a  study  or 
series  of  studies  in  his  imagination,  and  he  announces 
what  they  "would  show."  Actually  his  book  is  no  more 
than  a  useful,  rather  skimpy  sketch  for  a  proposed  science. 
Some  of  his  intuitions  and  conjectures  are  extremely 
shrewd,  but  Schiicking  has  neither  compilations  of  data 
nor  experimental  records  to  back  him  up.  If  any  concrete 
work  has  been  done  in  the  area  since,  I  am  not  familiar 
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with  it.  (Without  the  trappings  of  scientific  sociology,  Mrs. 
Leavis  has  done  a  much  superior  study  of  Uterary  taste, 
heavily  dependent  on  Richards,  in  Fiction  and  the  Read- 
ing Public.) 

Another  contemporary  attempt  to  study  the  communi- 
cative aspects  of  literature  scientifically  lies  in  the  vast 
field  of  semantics  (a  science  more  or  less  founded  in  its 
modem  form  by  Richards  and  Ogden) ,  particularly  in  the 
ambitious  efforts  of  the  logical  positivists,  a  group  Ran- 
som, Tate,  and  Wheelwright  have  insisted  are  carrying 
Richards's  early  ideas  to  their  implicit  conclusions,  al- 
though Richards  has  never  concurred.  The  logical  posi- 
tivists, under  the  leadership  of  Rudolf  Carnap  and  Charles 
W.  Morris,  in  the  course  of  creating  a  new  International 
Encyclopcedia  of  Unified  Science  serially  (endeavoring,  as 
Richards  notes,  "to  reduce  logic  to  the  fundamental  gram- 
mar of  a  perfect  language"),  have  developed  "semantics" 
into  the  larger  field  of  "semiotic,"  the  comprehensive  sci- 
ence of  all  signs  and  sign-interpretations.  The  nature  and 
implications  of  this  science  in  general  are  irrelevant  to  our 
purposes  here,  and  in  any  case  I  am  hardly  competent  to 
discuss  them,  but  in  the  course  of  their  efforts  to  take 
over  and  remodel  all  of  man's  knowledge,  the  new  ency- 
clopedists have  inevitably  come  up  against  poetry.  Arthur 
Mizener  has  suggested,  neatly  and  rather  unfairly,  that 
the  implications  of  Morris's  discussion  of  "the  aesthetic 
sign"  in  Foundations  of  the  Theory  of  Signs  is  the  treat- 
ment of  poetry  as  "a  mild  form  of  insanity."  In  two  later 
essays,  however,  "Esthetics  and  the  Theory  of  Signs"  in 
the  Journal  of  Unified  Science,  VIII,  1-3,  and  "Science, 
Art,  and  Technology"  in  the  Kenyon  Review,  Autumn 
1939,  Morris  has  attempted  to  find  a  comer  in  which 
poetry  may  legitimately  exist.  Morris's  claim  is  that  aes- 
thetic discourse  is  a  primary  form  of  discourse,  chiefly 
involving  the  syntactical  function  of  language,  and  princi- 
pally devoted  to  "the  vivid  presentation  of  value."  More- 
over, "since  the  work  of  art  is  an  icon  and  not  a  state- 
ment, aesthetic  discourse  is  not  restricted  to  signs  whose 
truth  is  confirmable";  that  is,  it  can  only  be  studied  in 
terms  of  internal  consistency,  not  denotation.  This  posi- 
tion does  not  seem  to  be  altered  in  his  later  book.  Signs, 
Language,  and  Behavior,  and  Carnap  seems  never  to  have 
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revised  the  position  he  took  in  1934,  in  Philosophy  and 
Logical  Syntax,  that  lyric  verse  is  analogous  to  laughter, 
a  form  of  emotional  expression.  Since  the  logical  posi- 
tivists  have  so  far  left  specific  examples  of  aesthetic  dis- 
course largely  unstudied,  we  can  only  wait  patiently  to  see 
the  critical  implications  of  this  kindly  view.  The  general 
semanticists  under  Korzybski,  on  the  other  hand,  seem 
largely  to  have  ignored  poetry  in  their  system,  although 
Korzybski  remarks  in  one  place  in  Science  and  Sanity  that 
it  may  "convey  more  of  lasting  values  than  a  whole  vol- 
ume of  scientific  analysis." 

Objectifying  poetry  still  further,  we  would  get  to  literal 
machinery,  and  that  too  is  in  existence.  A  number  of 
critics,  Ezra  Pound  among  them,  have  made  rather  mys- 
terious references  to  a  machine  invented  by  Abbe  Rous- 
selot  for  measuring  the  duration  of  spoken  sounds.  Whether 
or  not  this  is  the  "kymograph,"  an  instrument  for  the 
same  purpose  used  in  the  Phonetics  Laboratory  at  Uni- 
versity College,  London,  I  do  not  know.  In  any  case,  I  am 
familiar  with  no  published  work  based  on  the  Rousselot 
machine,  whereas  E.  A.  Sonnenschein,  a  classics  professor, 
published  What  Is  Rhythm  in  1925  on  the  strength  of 
conclusions  derived  from  the  kymograph,  including  an 
appendix  giving  quantitative  results  he  had  achieved  in  ex- 
perimental syllable-measurement,  working  in  conjunction 
with  professional  phoneticists.  Professor  Sonnenschein's 
theories  are  empirically  derived  from  these  results.  He 
gives,  as  the  basis  for  an  objective  science  of  metrics,  the 
definition:  "Rhythm  is  that  property  of  a  sequence  of 
events  in  time  which  produces  on  the  mind  of  the  observer 
the  impression  of  proportion  between  the  durations  of  the 
several  events  or  groups  of  events  of  which  the  sequence 
is  composed."  Richards  has  reasonably  enough  criticized 
Sonnenschein's  definition,  in  the  appendix  to  Practical  Crit- 
icism, for  treating  these  elements  as  though  they  were 
things  in  the  verse,  rather  than  actions  in  the  man  read- 
ing the  verse  or  speaking  it  for  the  kymograph;  for  recog- 
nizing that  they  are  psychological  rather  than  physical 
phenomena,  but  not  treating  them  as  psychological  enough, 
as  inextricably  tied  to  poetic  meaning.  Despite  this  easy 
temptation  to  treat  anything  recordable  on  a  machine  as 
though  it  were  consequently  objective  and  wholly  meas- 
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urable,  the  potentiality  of  the  kymograph  and  similar  ma- 
chinery for  the  study  of  prosody,  as  applied  in  both  writing 
and  reading  poetry,  seems  very  substantial. ^ 

One  last  technique  for  studying  reader-reaction  that 
deserves  mention,  since  it  is  at  the  other  pole  from  the 
kymograph,  is  George  Orwell's  ingenious  subjective  con- 
jecturing about  popular  culture.  In  two  pieces  in  Dickens, 
Dali  &  Others,  "Boys'  Weeklies"  and  "The  Art  of  Donald 
McGill,"  Orwell  develops  a  technique  of  pure  conjecture 
for  studying  the  social  effects  of,  respectively,  trashy  mag- 
azines for  adolescents  and  comic  postcards.  The  method 
almost  directly  reverses  Richards:  both  are  interested  in 
the  effects  of  a  work  on  the  reader;  Richards  consequently 
goes  to  the  reader,  Orwell  to  the  work.  In  "Boys'  Week- 
lies" Orwell  begins  by  discussing  the  contents  of  the  small 
news-agent's  shop  in  any  big  English  town,  noting:  "Prob- 
ably the  contents  of  these  shops  is  the  best  available  indi- 
cation of  what  the  mass  of  the  English  people  really  feels 
and  thinks."  He  then  focuses  on  the  boys'  twopenny  week- 
lies, the  "penny  dreadfuls,"  giving  their  history,  circulation, 
and  influence,  and  discussing  their  contents  at  length,  with 
liberal  quotation.  By  careful  study  of  the  correspondence 
columns,  advertisements,  and  the  contents  proper  of  the 
magazines,  Orwell  makes  some  extremely  shrewd  conjec- 
tures about  the  readers,  their  lives  and  minds,  and  what 
the  magazines  do  for  them,  what  impulses  and  needs  they 
satisfy  to  warrant  their  popularity.  He  finds  a  whole  world 
of  fantasy-identification,  and  explores  its  social  and  politi- 
cal implications  in  detail.  The  piece  is  actually  a  carefully 
documented,  informed,  and  extremely  valuable  psycho- 
social study  of  a  type  of  commercial  literature  from  the 
point  of  view  of  the  reader.  "The  Art  of  Donald  McGill" 
is  a  similar,  although  less  ambitious  study  of  comic  post- 
cards, in  which  Orwell  tabulates  their  subjects  and  omis- 
sions, and  then  studies  the  social  attitudes  and  reflections 

^  On  another  level,  radio  is  also  pioneering  in  the  machine  measure- 
ment of  audience-reaction  with  such  inventions  as  A.  C.  Nielsen's 
"Audimeter,"  Horace  Schwerin's  "Reactocastei,"  the  Stanton-Lazarsfeld 
"Program  Analyzer,"  and  the  Eniest  Walker  "Gag  Meter,"  Any 
reader  who  can  bear  to  learn  about  these  devices  for  recording,  com- 
puting, and  evaluating  the  precise  reactions  of  radio  listeners  to  their 
aesthetic  experiences  is  referred  to  Thomas  Whiteside's  article  on  the 
subject  ji  Hooper  ratings  and  aJiied  pher.omena  i:?  the  "New  Republic, 
May  5.  1947. 


308  /.    A.    RICHARDS 

of  social  reality  behind  them.  It  is  hard  to  say  from  these 
two  excellent  pieces  whether  the  same  critical  technique 
would  work  with  more  reputable  art  and  literature,  but 
there  is  no  question  of  its  worth  in  Orwell's  chosen  low- 
brow area. 


4. 
Richards  seems  to  have  paid  little  attention  to  earlier 
workers  in  the  experimental  and  audience-study  traditions 
he  inherited,  and  his  investigations,  even  where  they  sub- 
stantially repeat  earlier  studies,  seem  to  have  been  un- 
concerned with  precedents,  evolved  by  the  logic  of  his  own 
work's  development.  Richards's  specific  and  conscious  in- 
debtedness is  to  a  handful  of  earlier  thinkers,  most  of 
them  relatively  eccentric  philosophers  and  philosophic  lit- 
erary men.  The  most  important  of  these  is  Samuel  Taylor 
Coleridge.  The  influence  of  Coleridge  on  Richards  is  a 
remarkable  example  of  the  meeting  of  minds  across  a 
century.  It  is  so  pervasive,  so  complicated,  and  in  some 
cases  so  subtle  a  relationship  that  it  can  only  be  skimmed 
here,  but  in  any  case  there  exists  an  excellent  textbook  on 
the  subject,  Richards's  own  Coleridge  on  Imagination.  The 
development  of  Richards's  books  reads  like  the  record  of 
a  love  affair.  His  earliest  work.  The  Foundations  of  Es- 
thetics, makes  no  more  mention  of  Coleridge  than  quoting 
his  "mystical"  view  of  beauty  rather  scornfully,  and  in 
The  Meaning  of  Meaning  Coleridge  is  only  the  author  of 
a  rather  high-flown  statement  about  art.  In  Principles, 
after  a  number  of  mentions  of  Coleridge's  poetry,  the 
reader  is  suddenly  startled  to  find  a  reference  to  "the 
Fourteenth  Chapter  of  Biographia  Literaria,  that  lumber- 
room  of  neglected  wisdom  which  contains  more  hints  to- 
wards a  theory  of  poetry  than  all  the  rest  ever  written 
upon  the  subject";  and  throughout  the  rest  of  the  book 
Richards  picks  up  "invaluable  hints,"  "luminous  hints," 
and  so  on  from  the  Biographia,  particularly  the  concept 
of  imagination,  which  is  "Coleridge's  greatest  contribution 
to  critical  theory"  and  to  which  "it  is  hard  to  add  any- 
thing." At  the  same  time  Richards  insists  on  his  reserva- 
tions. He  writes: 
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As  critics  Lamb  or  Coleridge  are  very  far  from 
normal;  none  the  less  they  are  of  extraordinary  fer- 
tility in  suggestion.  Their  responses  are  often  erratic 
even  when  of  most  revelatory  character.  In  such  cases 
we  do  not  take  them  as  standards  to  which  we  en- 
deavour to  approximate,  we  do  not  attempt  to  see 
eye  to  eye  with  them.  Instead  we  use  them  as  means 
by  which  to  make  quite  different  approaches  ourselves 
to  the  works  which  they  have  characteristically  but 
eccentrically  interpreted. 

An  increasing  respect  for  Coleridge  (which  eventually 
succeeded  in  repealing  most  of  the  last  quotation),  along 
with  increasing  use  of  him,  developed  through  Richards's 
subsequent  books.  Basic  Rules  of  Reason  begins  and  ends 
with  Coleridge  quotations.  By  Coleridge  on  Imagination, 
his  full-length  study,  Richards's  estimate  had  risen  to  the 
point  of  seeing  Coleridge  as  almost  the  founder  of  sema-. 
siology,  a  genius  so  vast  that  if  his  thoughts  on  poetry, 
interpretation,  language,  and  the  mind  could  be  "disen- 
tangled," extended,  and  translated  into  modern  terminol- 
ogy, and  his  metaphysics  "reinterpreted,"  a  large  part  of 
Richards's  and  our  difficulty  would  be  solved.  In  the  later 
books  Coleridge  is  quoted  with  almost  the  authority  of  an 
Aristotle.  Ransom  has  claimed,  in  The  New  Criticism, 
that  Coleridge  as  his  "chief  mentor"  assimilated  Richards, 
"as  the  Chinese  are  said  to  assimilate  their  conquerors," 
rather  than  the  other  way  around,  converting  him  from 
positivism  to  a  belief  in  the  cognitive  function  of  poetry, 
and  so  on.  It  would  perhaps  be  more  accurate  to  say  that 
as  Richards  moved  away  from  his  earlier  strict  positivism, 
he  found  that  Coleridge  increasingly  spoke  for  him. 

After  Coleridge,  perhaps  the  greatest  single  source  of 
Richards's  ideas  is  Jeremy  Bentham.  This  may  be  the 
influence  of  Ogden,  who  has  written  one  general  book  on 
Bentham  and  has  edited  his  theory  of  fictions,  but  again 
it  is  more  likely  that  Richards  was  personally  drawn  to 
Bentham  both  for  his  pioneering  linguistic  analysis  and 
because  Utilitarianism  is  so  close  to  Richards's  own  psy- 
chological theory  of  value,  as  Richards  himself  points  out 
in  the  Principles.  In  Coleridge  on  Imagination  Richards 
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calls  himself  a  "Benthamite"  and  makes  an  ingenious  at- 
tempt, following  John  Stuart  Mill's  "Essay  on  Coleridge," 
to  reconcile  the  two  philosophies.  He  reinterprets  Cole- 
ridge's idealism  from  the  viewpoint  of  Bentham's  material- 
ism, attempting  to  find,  as  Mill  suggested,  "some  natural 
want  or  requirement  of  human  nature  which  the  doctrine 
in  question  is  fitted  to  satisfy."  Richards  quotes  Mill: 

Whoever  could  master  the  principles  and  combine 
the  methods  of  both  would  possess  the  entire  English 
philosophy  of  his  age.  Coleridge  used  to  say  that 
everyone  is  born  either  a  Platonist  or  an  Aristotelian: 
it  may  similarly  be  affirmed  that  every  Englishman  of 
the  present  day  is  by  implication  either  a  Benthamite 
or  a  Coleridgean;  holds  views  of  human  affairs  which 
can  only  be  proved  true  on  the  principles  either  of 
Bentham  or  of  Coleridge. 

Richards  adds: 

What  Mill  says  is  still  true — though  we  might 
change  the  labels  again  and  say,  "is  either  a  Material- 
ist or  an  Idealist."  It  may  be  argued  that  these  two 
opposite-seeming  types  of  outlook  are  complementary 
to  one  another:  that,  in  the  history  of  thought  they 
have  been  dependent  upon  one  another  so  that  the 
death  of  one  would  lead  by  inanition  to  the  death  of 
the  other;  that  as  expiration  is  only  one  phase  in 
breathing  so  the  two  philosophies  in  their  endless 
antagonism  are  a  necessary  conjoint  self-critical  proc- 
ess. But,  since  to  hold  neither  is  to  have  no  view  to 
offer,  opposition  requires  a  temporary  choice  between 
them.  I  write  then  as  a  Materialist  trying  to  interpret 
before  you  the  utterances  of  an  extreme  Idealist  and 
you,  whatever  you  be  by  birth  or  training,  Aristotelian 
or  Platonist,  Benthamite  or  Coleridgean,  Materialist 
or  Idealist,  have  to  reinterpret  my  remarks  again  in 
your  turn. 

Two  other  thinkers,  who  although  little  referred  to  since 
The  Meaning  of  Meaning,  have  substantially  marked  Rich- 
ards, are  the  neglected  American  philosopher  Charles 
Sanders  Peirce  and  the  anthropologist  Bronislaw  Malinow- 
ski.  In  The  Meaning  of  Meaning  the  authors  note  on  the 
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first  page  that  Peirce  might  have  solved  the  problem  of 
meaning  in  advance  of  their  work  had  he  not  been  pre- 
vented by  "penury,"  and  in  an  appendix  they  summarize 
the  fantastic  and  wonderful  account  of  signs  he  did 
achieve,  with  its  division  into  ten  principal  classes  of 
signs:  (1)  QuaHsigns;  (2)  Iconic  Sinsigns;  (3)  Iconic 
Legisigns;  (4)  Vestiges  or  Rhematic  Indexical  Sinsigns; 
(5)  Proper  Names,  or  Rhematic  Indexical  Legisigns;  (6) 
Rhematic  Symbols;  (7)  Dicent  Sinsigns  (as  a  portrait  with 
a  legend);  (8)  Dicent  Indexical  Legisigns;  (9)  Proposi- 
tions, or  Dicent  Symbols;  (10)  Arguments;  as  well  as  mis- 
cellaneous Semes,  Phemes,  and  Delomes.  Without  the 
death-defying  terminology,  Richards  has  taken  over  a  good 
deal  of  the  thinking  behind  these  classifications  (as  have 
the  logical  positivists,  along  with  some  of  the  terms  them- 
selves), and  in  Basic  Rules  of  Reason  he  identifies  Peirce 
as  a  "very  great  authority." 

Also  in  The  Meaning  of  Meaning  the  authors  quote 
from  Malinowski's  work  on  verbal  magic  among  the 
Trobrianders,  and  print  as  a  Supplement  to  the  book  a 
brief  essay  by  Malinowski  on  "The  Problem  of  Meaning 
in  Primitive  Languages,"  with  the  explanation: 

To  Dr.  Malinowski  the  authors  owe  a  very  special 
debt.  His  return  to  England  as  their  work  was  passing 
through  the  press  enabled  them  to  enjoy  the  advantage 
of  his  many  years  of  reflection  as  a  field-worker  in 
Ethnology  on  the  peculiarly  difl&cult  border-lands  of 
linguistics  and  psychology.  His  unique  combination 
of  practical  experience  with  a  thorough  grasp  of 
theoretical  principles  renders  his  agreement  on  so 
many  of  the  more  heterodox  conclusions  here  reached 
particularly  encouraging.  The  contribution  from  his 
pen  dealing  with  the  study  of  primitive  languages, 
which  appears  as  a  Supplement,  will,  the  writers  feel 
sure,  be  of  value  not  only  to  ethnologists  but  to  all 
who  take  a  living  interest  in  words  and  their  ways. 

The  Malinowski  essay  itself  is  a  tremendously  significant 
document,  and  one  of  the  concepts  it  introduced,  "phatic 
communion"  (for  that  aspect  of  language  which  signifies 
nothing  but  cements  relationship  between  speaker  and 
hearer),  has  had  widespread  influence.  Richards's  view, 
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in  Coleridge  on  Imagination,  of  critical  evaluation  as 
largely  "social  communion"  is  merely  a  rephrasing  of  the 
Malinowski  concept. 

Richards's  relationship  to  John  Dewey  constitutes  a  real 
problem.  So  far  as  I  know,  he  quotes  him  only  once, 
fleetingly,  in  The  Meaning  of  Meaning,  mentions  him 
scornfully  in  Basic  in  Teaching,  and  has  never  given  any 
evidence  of  familiarity  with  Dewey's  work.  (If  he  is  un- 
familiar with  Dewey,  it  would  be  merely  another  melan- 
choly evidence  of  the  tendency  in  even  the  most  widely 
read  English  critics  to  slight  significant  American  thought.) 
On  the  other  hand,  Ogden  was  quoting  seriously  from 
Dewey  as  early  as  1926,  in  The  Meaning  of  Psychology, 
and  it  is  extremely  doubtful,  particularly  with  Richards's 
years  in  America  and  his  great  philosophic  interest,  and 
Dewey's  Gifford  lectureship  in  Edinburgh,  that  Richards 
could  have  missed  contact  with  Dewey's  thought  com- 
pletely. In  any  case,  as  noted  above,  Richards's  basic  con- 
tribution in  Principles,  the  view  that  revolutionized  criti- 
cism and  began  its  modem  movement,  that  the  aesthetic 
experience  is  like  any  other  human  experience,  is  a  restate- 
ment of  a  view  with  which  Dewey  has  become  identified. 
As  early  as  1903,  in  Studies  in  Logical  Theory,  Dewey 
had  invaded  the  realm  of  intellectual  activity,  including 
the  aesthetic,  with  the  essential  scientific  principle  of  "con- 
tinuity," writing: 

This  point  of  view  knows  no  fixed  distinction  be- 
tween the  empirical  values  of  unreflective  life  and  the 
most  abstract  process  of  rational  thought.  It  knows 
no  fixed  gulf  between  the  highest  flight  of  theory  and 
control  of  the  details  of  practical  construction  and 
behavior.  It  passes,  according  to  the  occasion  and  op- 
portunity of  the  moment,  from  the  attitude  of  loving 
and  struggling  and  doing  to  that  of  thinking  and  the 
reverse.  Its  contents  or  material  shift  their  values  back 
and  forth  from  technological  or  utihtarian  to  esthetic, 
ethic  or  affectional.  .  .  .  The  fundamental  assump- 
tion is  continuity  in  and  of  experience. 

(Dewey  claimed,  in  Logic:  The  Theory  of  Inquiry,  in 
1938,  that  Peirce  had  preceded  him  in  calling  attention 
"to  the  principle  of  the  continuum  of  inquiry,"  but  it 
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would  take  a  more  intrepid  explorer  of  Peirce's  writings 
than  myself  to  find  the  spot.  Richards  may  very  well,  how- 
ever, have  found  it  in  Peirce  and  thus  short-circuited  the 
Dewey  influence.) 

The  principal  influence  on  Richards  (making  for  a  rela- 
tionship of  particular  complexity  because  it  is  difficult  to 
know  in  any  instance  which  way  the  influence  is  going) 
is  that  of  his  collaborator,  Charles  Kay  Ogden.  Ogden  is, 
or  was,  a  psychologist  of  great  influence  and  versatility, 
relatively  unknown  in  this  country,  and,  like  Richards,  one 
of  the  great  encyclopedic  minds.  His  own  psychology,  in 
The  Meaning  of  Psychology  (and  its  abbreviation.  The 
A  B  C  of  Psychology)  is  "centrist,"  a  tremendous  eclectic 
synthesis  of  the  most  fruitful  modern  theories  and  data. 
Much  of  Ogden's  work  has  been  synthetic  and  introduc- 
tory in  this  fashion.  He  has  been  the  editor  of  the  dis- 
tinguished International  Library  of  Psychology,  Philosophy 
and  Scientific  Method,  which  has  made  available  some  of 
the  best  books  by  all  schools  in  these  fields  and  others, 
including  important  works  of  literary  criticism.  At  the 
same  time  he  has  edited  the  History  of  Civilization  series. 
Psyche,  An  Annual  Review  of  General  and  Applied  Psy- 
chology, and  the  Psyche  Miniatures,  a  series  of  cheap 
(they  used  to  be  2/6)  and  valuable  little  books  similar  to 
the  larger  ones  in  the  International  Library;  a  series  that 
in  its  early  years  specialized  in  medicine  and  in  recent 
years  has  specialized  in  books  relating  to  Basic  English. 
In  all  four  of  these  media,  with  imagination  and  impar- 
tiality, Ogden  has  given  a  forum  to  almost  every  serious 
modern  scientific  or  near-scientific  view.  Meanwhile  he 
has  written  almost  a  dozen  books  of  his  own  or  in  col- 
laboration, including  a  brief  history  of  the  world,  with 
E.  H.  Carter,  for  the  Nelson  Classics  series,  and  has  main- 
tained an  active  interest  in  literature,  particularly  in  James 
Joyce  (Ogden  wrote  the  preface  to  a  section  of  Finnegans 
Wake  published  as  Tales  Told  of  Shem  and  Shaun,  and 
translated  the  Anna  Livia  Plurabelle  section  into  Basic  in 
transition).  He  was  founder  and  editor  of  the  Cambridge 
Magazine,  which  Richards  calls  "in  its  day  the  most  ex- 
citing weekly  in  England,"  and  Richards  also  reports,  in 
Basic  English  and  Its  Uses,  that  Ogden  is  "an  active  man 
of  affairs  with  more  varied  dealings  than  anyone  but  him- 
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self  ever  knows,"  as  well  as  "a  connoisseur  of  wide  range" 
and  "a  wit — ^justly  celebrated  for  the  extravagance,  the 
absurdity,  and  the  mordancy  of  his  flashes."  It  is  no  won- 
der that  when  this  paragon  turned  his  learning  and  varied 
talents  on  the  new  edition  of  the  Encyclopcedia  Britannica 
in  1925,  in  a  review  for  the  Saturday  Review  of  Litera- 
ture, he  was  able  to  tear  it  apart  page  by  page. 

At  the  same  time,  while  engaged  in  all  these  activities 
from  1920  on,  he  has  given  his  chief  energies  to  Basic 
English.  From  1920,  when  he  and  Richards  first  realized 
the  possibilities  of  a  limited-vocabulary  English  in  the 
course  of  writing  their  definitions  for  The  Meaning  of 
Meaning,  to  1929,  when  Ogden  published  his  first  Basic 
word-list  in  Psyche,  he  worked  out  the  theoretical  struc- 
ture of  the  language  and  selected  its  vocabulary.  In  1930, 
in  Basic  English,  he  published  the  full  system,  making  a 
few  alterations  in  his  first  word-list.  During  the  thirties  he 
edited  the  Basic  Dictionary,  and,  through  his  Orthological 
Institute  in  London,  issued  series  of  classics  translated 
into  Basic,  ranging  from  the  Bible  to  Black  Beauty,  and 
various  works  propagandizing  for,  popularizing,  and  ex- 
tending Basic:  Brighter  Basic,  Basic  for  Business,  A  Basic 
Astronomy,  etc.  In  most  of  this  Richards  has  been  his  co- 
worker, although  Richards  gives  Ogden  sole  credit  in  How 
to  Read  a  Page  for  posing  the  problem,  doing  the  re- 
searches, and  inventing  the  language.  In  all  their  collabo- 
rations, over  a  quarter  of  a  century,  from  The  Founda- 
tions of  Esthetics  to  the  latest  Basic  work,  there  is  no  way 
to  tell  which  ideas,  emphases,  or  parts  of  the  material 
derive  from  which  of  them.  It  can  be  presumed,  with  no 
actual  evidence,  that  Ogden  influenced  Richards  toward 
psychology,  Bentham,  and  Basic;  and  that  Richards  in- 
fluenced Ogden  toward  literature,  Coleridge,  and  Basic  in 
teaching.  The  only  concrete  conclusion  one  can  make  in 
a  study  of  Richards,  however,  is  that  Richards's  contri- 
bution to  criticism  would  be  different,  although  it  is  im- 
possible to  say  where,  and  probably  less,  although  it  is 
impossible  to  say  how  much,  had  he  and  Ogden  never  met. 

The  problem  of  the  men  Richards  has  influenced  is  a 
good  deal  easier.  In  the  field  of  literary  criticism  he  has 
influenced  everyone.  Richards's  role  in  inaugurating  mod- 
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ern  criticism  has  already  been  discussed  above.  One  of 
the  first  men  in  this  country  to  give  him  a  sympathetic 
reading  and  come  under  his  influence  was,  reasonably 
enough,  the  poet  Conrad  Aiken,  who  had  made  the  same 
basic  revolutionary  statement  Principles  made  in  his  own 
Scepticisms  five  years  before,  in  1919;  and  who,  with  a 
comparable  audience,  influence,  and  documentation,  would 
undoubtedly  himself  have  begun  the  modern  critical  move- 
ment. In  Scepticisms,  subtitled  Notes  on  Contemporary 
Poetry  and  consisting  of  a  series  of  periodical  pieces, 
mostly  on  specific  poets,  Aiken  wrote  of  Freud's  work 
(with  which,  unlike  most,  he  was  thoroughly  and  early 
familiar) :  "It  started  with  the  admirable  predicate  that 
after  all  poetry  is  a  perfectly  human  product,  and  that 
therefore  it  must  play  a  specific  part  in  the  human  ani- 
mal's functional  needs."  Later  in  the  book,  even  more 
completely:  "Shall  we  never  learn  that  there  is  nothing 
mysterious  or  supernatural  about  poetry;  that  it  is  a  natu- 
ral, organic  product,  with  discoverable  functions,  clearly 
open  to  analysis?  It  would  be  a  pity  if  our  critics  and 
poets  were  to  leave  this  to  the  scientists  instead  of  doing 
it  themselves."  When  Richards's  Principles  appeared,  in 
1924,  Aiken  reviewed  it  enthusiastically  and  with  a  rare 
sense  of  its  importance.  This  apparently  so  impressed 
Richards  that  when  the  second  edition  appeared  in  1926 
with  two  new  appendices,  the  first  of  these.  On  Value, 
was  a  debate  with  "a  friendly  reviewer,  Mr.  Conrad  Ai- 
ken," which  amounts  to  almost  the  only  notice  Richards 
has  ever  taken  of  any  of  his  critical  colleagues  in  America. 
The  influence  of  Richards  on  his  pupil  and  chief  dis- 
ciple, William  Empson,  and  on  R.  P.  Blackmur,  has  al- 
ready been  discussed  above  (in  the  chapters  devoted  to 
their  work).  His  other  major  effect  has  been  on  Kenneth 
Burke.  Richards,  along  with  his  principal  sources,  Ben- 
tham,  Peirce,  and  Coleridge,  has  exercised  an  enormous 
influence  on  Burke,  but  since  the  Principles  it  has  been 
in  large  part  an  influence  to  go  and  do  differently.  In  his 
first  book,  Counter-Statement,  Burke  attacks  Richards's 
nominalist  rejection  of  Platonic  archetypes  without  men- 
tioning him  by  name.  His  next  book.  Permanence  and 
Change,  acknowledges  its  particular  indebtedness  to  The 
Meaning  of  Meaning,  quotes  Mencius  on  the  Mind  to  cor- 
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roborate  a  point  of  his  own,  takes  elaborate  issue  with 
Richards's  concept  of  "pseudo-statements"  in  Science  and 
Poetry  (quoting  Principles  against  it),  and  in  general  uses 
Richards  as  a  jumping-off  point  for  his  own  observations. 
In  Attitudes  toward  History  Burke  similarly  attacks  Rich- 
ards's Philosophy  of  Rhetoric  for  slighting  the  "substance" 
and  social  function  of  words,  again  quoting  Richards's 
early  work  against  him.  In  The  Philosophy  of  Literary 
Form  and  A  Grammar  of  Motives  he  takes  off  similarly 
from  a  number  of  Richards's  insights,  and  in  "The  Five 
Master  Terms"  he  criticizes  How  to  Read  a  Page  sharply 
for  lacking  any  sort  of  "hub." 

The  book  that  chiefly  influenced  Burke,  which  he  quotes 
from  continually  and  has  several  times  identified  as  one 
of  the  two  or  three  most  fertile  modern  works  on  literature, 
is  Principles  of  Literary  Criticism.  From  it  he  derived  a 
number  of  his  concepts,  particularly  the  concept  of  the 
incipient  action  inherent  in  attitudes.  In  general,  Burke's 
chief  criticism  of  Richards  is  his  tendency  to  slight  the 
"symbolic"  and  "realistic"  elements  in  language  and  art, 
the  qualities  that  Burke  calls  "dream"  and  "chart"  in  his 
dream-prayer-chart  triad,  while  particularly  emphasizing 
the  "prayer"  or  communicative  elements.  In  practice  this 
has  led  to  an  effective  division  of  labor,  in  that  Burke 
himself  has  tended  particularly  to  emphasize  the  realistic 
and  symbolic  elements,  especially  the  latter;  so  that  the 
men  who  are  (to  my  mind  at  least)  the  two  foremost  con- 
temporary literary  critics  have  respectively  specialized  in 
art-as-communication  and  art-as-expression  and,  between 
the  two  of  them,  have  pretty  well  licked  the  platter  clean. 

One  more  critic  influenced  by  Richards,  largely  un- 
known in  this  country,  warrants  discussion.  He  is  George 
H.  W.  Rylands,  a  Cambridge  fellow  like  Empson,  who 
published  Words  and  Poetry,  an  expansion  of  his  fellow- 
ship dissertation,  in  1928.  The  influence  of  Richards  is 
very  marked,  although  he  is  directly  referred  to  only  once, 
as  banning  the  word  "beautiful"  from  criticism,  and  Ry- 
lands is  presumably  another  of  his  students.  Words  and 
Poetry  is  a  study  of  poetic  diction  as  an  aspect  of  style, 
the  first  part  exploring  the  general  nature  of  poetic  diction, 
the  second  part  studying  Shakespeare's  usages  in  some 
detail.  The  general  assumptions  are  Richards's,  even  to  the 
imagery  of  "employing  the  microscope"  on  poetry,  and 
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criticism  as  "pulling  the  toy  to  pieces,"  and  the  method 
tends  to  be  pre-Empsonian,  the  limited  exploration  of 
ambiguities.  The  book  is  unusually  stimulating  and  sug- 
gestive and  anticipates  a  number  of  later  techniques, 
among  them  Blackmur's  cataloguing  of  word  usage,  Spur- 
geon's  tracing  of  imagery,  and  Burke's  exploration  of 
cognate  musicality.  As  a  finished  performance,  however, 
it  is  fragmentary  and  disappointing,  not  really  comparable 
to  Empson's  or  Richards's  own  work.  It  is  a  valuable 
demonstration,  however,  that  Richards's  critical  frame- 
work, focused  on  a  text,  will  pay  off  in  any  chosen  area 
of  investigation;  and  turned  on  Shakespeare  in  particular 
will  invariably  produce  material  that  conventional  scholar- 
ship has  failed  to  notice. 

In  England  almost  no  contemporary  critic  has  written 
without  being  touched  by  Richards  at  some  point,  and  a 
few  of  these  influences  besides  Empson  and  Rylands  might 
be  noted.  T.  S.  Eliot,  in  general  disagreement  with  Rich- 
ards, has,  among  other  things,  more  or  less  accepted  his 
view  of  the  irrelevance  of  "belief"  to  poetry  and  has  a 
long  note  to  "Dante"  in  Selected  Essays,  expressing  quali- 
fied assent  to  that  view  and  qualified  dissent  to  the  concept 
of  "pseudo-statements"  in  Science  and  Poetry.  In  The  Use 
of  Poetry  and  the  Use  of  Criticism,  he  devotes  a  chapter, 
"The  Modern  Mind,"  largely  to  quarreling  with  Richards's 
view  of  poetry  as  a  type  of  spiritual  exercise,  while  gen- 
erally conceding  his  great  value,  chiefly  as  an  investigator 
of  "systematised  misunderstanding."  Herbert  Read,  while 
also,  from  his  very  different  romantic  position,  quarreling 
with  the  values  Richards  finds  in  poetry,  has  adopted  many 
of  his  specific  concepts  and  insights.  F.  R.  Leavis,  like 
the  whole  Scrutiny  group,  has  been  shaped  to  a  great 
extent  by  Richards's  work  and  in  his  earlier  books  quotes, 
uses,  and  praises  him  continually,  expressing  almost  no 
disagreement.  His  review  of  Coleridge  on  Imagination  in 
Scrutiny,  March  1935,  is,  however,  a  bitter  attack  on 
Richards  for  social  and  political  evasion  in  his  criticism, 
and  since  then  Leavis  has  been  somewhat  emancipated.^ 

2  In  Education  &  the  University  (1943),  after  warning  against  Emp- 
son's "extremely  mixed  and  uneven  book,"  Seven  Types  oi  Ambiguity, 
he  identifies  Richards's  v^'ork  as  "another  mixed  provision  of  the  stim- 
ulating and  the  aberrant  that  the  student  will  inevitably  come  across 
and  could  with  profit  be  helped  to  make  some  critical  use  of." 
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L.  C.  Knights,  who  never  dimbed  out  so  far  on  the  limb, 
has  felt  no  necessity  to  climb  back  and  continues  quietly 
quoting  and  using  Richards  without  any  fundamental  com- 
mitment to  his  values.  Stephen  Spender  confesses  in  the 
Introduction  to  his  The  Destructive  Element  that  it  was 
inspired  (as  well  as  titled)  by  a  Richards's  footnote  on 
EHot,  and  the  book  picks  up  Richards  again  and  again  in 
its  central  discussion  of  the  relation  between  poetry  and 
behef.  Elsie  Elizabeth  Phare,  who  began  her  The  Poetry 
of  Gerard  Manley  Hopkins  while  a  student  at  Cambridge, 
in  it  acknowledges  Richards's  "help  and  encouragement," 
and  quotes  both  Empson  and  Richards  extensively. 

Richards's  influence  on  American  critics  besides  Burke, 
Blackmur,  and  Aiken  has  been  fully  as  pervasive.  In  The 
Achievement  of  T.  S.  Eliot  F.  O.  Matthiessen  acknowl- 
edges a  special  obligation  to  Richards  (along  with  Edmund 
Wilson)  for  "stimulus  and  challenge  during  the  past  sev- 
eral years,"  and  the  book  is  informed  with  Richards's  in- 
sights throughout,  particularly  from  Practical  Criticism, 
which  Matthiessen  calls  his  "most  matured  discussion  of 
poetry  and  belief."  American  Renaissance  continues  and 
extends  Matthiessen's  general  use  of  it  and  the  other  books. 
All  of  the  Southern  group  have  been  greatly  affected  by 
Richards's  work:  Cleanth  Brooks  relies  on  it  throughout 
Modern  Poetry  and  the  Tradition  and  even  more  heavily 
in  The  Well  Wrought  Urn;  Warren  uses  him  in  his  Cole- 
ridge study  and  elsewhere;  and  Ransom  and  Tate,  who 
have  written  on  Richards  most  fully  (Ransom  in  an  essay 
in  The  World's  Body  and  a  long  section  of  The  New 
Criticism,  Tate  in  two  essays  in  Reason  in  Madness)  ^ 
have  been  in  general  agreement  on  strongly  attacking  his 
early  positivist  bias  (Tate  using  terms  like  "cheat")  while 
enthusiastically  accepting  many  of  his  methods  and  con- 
clusions. 

Herbert  Muller's  Modern  Fiction  is  in  great  part  the 
application,  thinly,  of  some  of  Richards's  ideas  in  The 
Meaning  of  Meaning  and  the  Principles,  although  he  too 
boggles  at  "pseudo-statements"  (of  ail  the  critics  who 
have  used  Richards,  including  the  later  Richards,  only 
Cleanth  Brooks  and  F.  R.  Leavis  seem  to  have  been  able 
to  take  it  down  without  gagging).  Muller's  Science  and 
Criticism  makes  a  somewhat  more  restrained  use  of  Rich- 
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ards,  if  still  substantial,  and  praises  him  patronizingly  in 
general,  while  specifically  charging  him  with  too  narrow 
psychology,  neglect  for  the  social  context  of  poetry,  and 
"loss  in  sharpness  and  suggestiveness"  in  the  later  work. 
In  Matthew  Arnold,  Lionel  Trilling  makes  use  of  Richards 
as  he  makes  use  of  almost  every  aspect  of  modern  criti- 
cism, very  gingerly,  so  stating  the  concept  of  "pseudo- 
statements,"  for  example,  that  it  is  impossible  to  say 
whether  he  accepts  it  or  not,  and  in  E.  M.  Forster  he 
quotes  some  of  Richards's  statements  on  Forster  almost 
as  noncommittally.  Mark  Schorer  has  made  substantia! 
and  perceptive  use  of  Richards,  particularly  of  Science  and 
Poetry  and  Coleridge,  in  his  William  Blake.  The  list  could 
be  extended  indefinitely.  Of  the  principal  American  critics, 
only  Yvor  Winters,  like  Knight  abroad,  seems  to  have  been 
almost  entirely  unaffected  by  his  work. 

The  general  pattern  that  emerges  is  of  Richards  mark- 
ing almost  every  serious  critic  working  in  our  time;  yet 
with  almost  none  of  them,  except  for  confessed  disciples 
like  Empson,  .expressing  any  sort  of  unqualified /agreement 
with  him,  and  with  most  of  them  attacking  him  bitterly 
on  specific  or  general  issues.  At  one  end  of  the  scale,  Rich- 
ards in  the  popular  mind  is  a  "nut"  (he  mentions  in  The 
Philosophy  of  Rhetoric  getting  a  substantial  and  so  far 
endless  fan-mail  from  unmistakable  lunatics  on  The  Mean- 
ing of  Meaning);  at  the  other  end  of  the  scale,  to  our 
best  critics,  he  is  somehow  the  source  of  great  insight  and 
remarkable  error.  It  seems  unlikely  that  Richards  can  be 
as  fruitful  as  he  has  been  and  still  be  as  wrong  as  they 
think.  The  men  who  have  taken  over  his  terms  and  tech- 
niques with  the  conviction  that  at  the  same  time  they  can 
repudiate  his  ideas  about  literature  are  the  victims  of  a 
fallacy:  his  terms  and  techniques  are  his  ideas  about  lit- 
erature. No  rotten  apple-tree  could  bear  fruit  as  sound  as 
this  one  has  seemingly  borne. 

A  few  aspects  of  Richards's  work  still  remain  to  be 
discussed.  One  of  the  most  unpredictable  of  them  is  his 
great  interest  in  the  Orient.  He  was  Visiting  Professor  at 
Tsing  Hua  University  in  Peking,  China,  during  1929  and 
1930,  teaching  Basic  English,  studying  Chinese  thought, 
and  working  on  his  book  on  Mencius.  He  was  in  Peking 
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again  in  1937,  and  between  those  dates  seems  to  have  been 
responsible  for  getting  Empson  to  teach  in  the  Orient. 
Richards  has  been  greatly  interested  in  Chinese  thought, 
however,  particularly  that  of  Confucius,  from  the  begin- 
ning. Eliot  notes  in  The  Use  of  Poetry  and  the  Use  of 
Criticism  that  Confucius  has  succeeded  in  making  strange 
bedfellows.  He  writes: 

In  passing,  it  is  worthy  of  remark  that  Mr.  Rich- 
ards shares  his  interest  in  Chinese  philosophy  with 
Mr.  Ezra  Pound  and  with  the  late  Irving  Babbitt.  An 
investigation  of  an  interest  common  to  three  appar- 
ently quite  different  thinkers  would,  I  believe,  repay 
the  labour.  It  seems  to  indicate,  at  least,  a  deracina- 
tion  from  the  Christian  tradition.  The  thought  of  these 
three  men  seems  to  me  to  have  an  interesting  simi- 
larity. 

Richards's  first  book.  The  Foundations  of  Esthetics,  be- 
gins and  ends  with  quotations  from  the  Chung  Yung,  the 
Doctrine  of  Equilibrium  and  Harmony,  which  are  in  fact 
the  summation  of  the  authors'  theories  and  the  point  of 
the  book.  In  his  subsequent  books  Richards  has  quoted 
Confucius,  Mencius,  Chuang  Tzu,  and  others  regularly, 
and  in  Mencius  on  the  Mind,  naturally,  tackled  Chinese 
thought  at  full  length,  including  a  forty-four-page  Ap- 
pendix of  it  in  the  original  characters.  Some  idea  of  how 
important  Chinese  thought  seems  to  him  can  be  had  from 
the  fact  that  one  of  his  Communications  in  Partisan  Re- 
view, a  letter  of  a  page  and  a  half,  is  prefaced  with  an 
epigraph  from  Chuang  Tzu,  possibly  the  only  letter  to  an 
American  magazine  ever  so  prefaced.  Without  delving  into 
the  reasons  for  Richards's  attachment,  one  might  note 
offhand  that  the  characteristic  moderation  and  balance  of 
Chinese  thought  might  very  reasonably  have  an  attraction 
for  a  thinker  devoted  to  reconciling  (as  Richards  has  at 
one  time  or  another  admitted  to  doing) :  Aristotle  and 
Plato,  Bentham  and  Coleridge,  materialism  and  idealism, 
realism  and  nominalism,  anti-positivism  and  positivism, 
naturalism  and  supernaturalism. 

It  is  this  devotion  to  reconciling  dialectic  opposites,  to 
the  concept  exemplified  by  Practical  Criticism  whejeby 
truth  emerges  out  of  opposing  errors,  that  has  made  Rich- 
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ards's  characteristic  method  what  he  has  at  various  times 
called  multiple  definition,  multiple  translation,  and  multi- 
ple interpretation  (and  which  we  would  call  "plural  mean- 
ing"). Each  of  his  books  operates  as  a  kind  of  symposium, 
in  which  many  opposing  views  are  allowed  to  play  out 
their  drama.  The  Foundations  of  /Esthetics  centers  on  a 
classified  and  interpreted  listing  of  every  serious  definition 
of  "beauty"  ever  published.  The  Meaning  of  Meaning  sub- 
stantially repeats  the  tabulated  form  of  his  classification 
and  does  the  same  sort  of  job  on  the  word  "meaning,"  as 
well  as  creating  every  key  term  by  multiple  definition, 
English-to-English  translation.  Principles  of  Literary  Criti- 
cism relies  heavily  on  compiling  other  people's  definitions 
of  the  matters  Richards  is  discussing  and  out  of  them 
dredging  his  own,  as  in  his  famous  definition  of  a  "poem." 
Practical  Criticism,  as  has  been  noted  above,  is  a  com- 
pletely dialectic  or  dramatistic  symposium.  Mencius  on  the 
Mind  gives  multiple  interpretations  to  passages  all  the  way 
from  Mencius  to  Herbert  Read,  as  well  as  compiling 
multiple  readings  for  terms  like  "beauty,"  "knowledge," 
"truth,"  and  "order."  Coleridge  on  Imagination  does  the 
same  thing  for  "imagination." 

All  Richards's  books  involving  Basic  center  in  multiple 
distinctions  or  definitions  of  key  words  in  Basic.  Not  only 
is  Interpretation  in  Teaching,  like  Practical  Criticism,  a 
symposium  of  protocols,  but  in  it  Richards  himself  fur- 
nishes multiple  translations  of  apparently  simple  sentences. 
One  can  see  the  same  phenomenon  in  an  even  more  strik- 
ing form  in  Richards's  obsessive  use  of  epigraphs  (some- 
what exaggerated  in  the  Partisan  Review  letter).  The 
Meaning  of  Meaning  begins  with  eleven  on  the  page  facing 
page  1,  and  each  chapter  opens  with  two  or  three  more. 
Almost  every  chapter  in  every  book  Richards  has  written 
begins  with  from  one  to  three  new  epigraphs.  The  result 
of  this  is  to  make  Richards's  work,  incidentally,  almost  an 
anthology  of  the  best  of  man's  thought.  When  one  realizes 
that  this  is  precisely  what  Ogden  has  labored  to  do  syste- 
matically, for  at  least  modem  thought,  in  his  synthetic 
psychology,  in  the  International  Library  of  Psychology, 
Philosophy  and  Scientific  Method,  in  the  History  of  CiviH- 
zation  series,  in  Psyche,  in  the  Psyche  Miniatures,  in  the 
Basic  Library,  and  others,  one  gets  a  sense  of  how  tre- 
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mendous  the  joint  resources  are  that  are  now  being  fun- 
neled  through  the  relatively  narrow  neck  of  Basic.  The 
credo  of  Richards  and  Ogden  has  always  been:  from  the 
play  of  opposing  thought,  truth  will  emerge.  This  is  a 
good  deal  more  generally  satisfactory  than  the  current: 
from  the  play  of  opposing  thought  truth  will  emerge  if  it 
can  be  easily  translated  into  850  great  words. 

This  leads  us  directly  into  the  problem,  for  Richards  as 
a  literary  critic,  of  his  preoccupation  with  Basic  English. 
To  put  it  bluntly,  there  seems  to  be  no  way  of  reconciling 
the  two,  and  to  the  extent  that  he  continues  working  with 
Basic  he  renounces  criticism  and  abdicates  his  position  as 
our  foremost  living  critic.  The  concept  of  Basic  in  Criti- 
cism, as  noted  above  in  the  Empson  chapter,  seems  to  be 
at  its  best  superfluous  and  at  its  worst  a  fraud,  and  even 
in  the  hands  of  Richards  and  Empson  it  has  produced 
no  critical  insights  particularly  worth  having.  Empson  re- 
luctantly admits  that  poetry  cannot  be  written  in  Basic 
because  poetry  needs  complex  verbs.  By  the  same  token 
we  might  say  that  criticism  too  needs  complex  verbs.  Art 
is  a  dialectic  action, ^s  everyone  from  Aristotle  to  Richards 
has  known,  and  equally  criticism  is  a  dialectic  action,  as 
everyone  from  Aristotle  to  Richards  has  known,  and  as 
Richards  in  particular  has  devoted  all  his  works  to  estab- 
lishing. Actions  are  verbs  and  take  verbs  to  describe  them. 
Basic,  on  the  other  hand,  is  the  language  of  nouns,  the 
language  of  states  or  stasis,  in  which  nouns  carry  all 
the  meaning  and  verbs  are  skimped  as  much  as  possible. 
(The  seeds  of  this  self-defeating  emphasis,  we  can  see  now, 
were  present  as  early  as  The  Foundation  of  .Esthetics 
when,  after  presenting  their  definition  of  beauty  all  along 
in  terms  of  experiences,  a  synaesthetic  equilibrium  of  op- 
posed implicit  actions,  Ogden  and  Richards  conclude  with 
it  as  conducive  to  a  state  of  synaesthetic  equilibrium.)  As 
this  new  emphasis  develops  in  Basic,  it  is  accompanied  by 
a  shift  from  Aristotle  to  Plato,  from  the  real  action  to  the 
ideal  state;  and  along  with  it,  reasonably,  from  Aristotle's 
valuation  of  poetry  to  Plato's.  To  what  extent  Richards 
has  recognized  any  of  this  it  is  impossible  to  say.  He  has, 
however,  taken  at  least  one  concrete  step  to  solve  the  con- 
flict. For  almost  a  decade,  except  for  one  or  two  brief 
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aberrations,  he  has  given  up  the  writing  of  Uterary  criti- 
cism. 

What  Richards  is  left  with  is  the  teaching  function,  once 
peripheral  to  his  work  and  now  central.  Once  it  was  poetry 
that  would  "save  us";  now  it  is  education,  "the  greatest 
of  human  efforts."  Where  Practical  Criticism  aimed  a 
glancing  blow  at  the  teaching  profession,  furnishing  things 
to  make  its  members  "ponder"  (in  one  sense,  it  was  even 
the  professor's  long  pent-up  "practical"  joke  on  his  stu- 
dents), Interpretation  in  Teaching  is  a  contribution  to  "the 
library  of  pedagogics."  One  type  of  writing  is  missing 
from  that  "library,"  Richards  writes: 

The  literature  namely  which  would  describe  plainly 
and  candidly  actual  procedures  followed  by  teachers 
in  correcting  or  discussing  the  compositions  of  their 
pupils,  and  detail  the  explanation  they  venture  to  give 
of  their  corrections.  The  technical  journals  of  the 
teaching  profession  compare  extremely  badly  with 
those  of  dentistry  in  this  respect.  They  bulge  with 
repetitive  discussions  of  principles,  but  where  can  we 
find  case-histories  detailing  the  treatment  recom- 
mended for  a  given  confused  paragraph?  The  dentist 
is  ready  to  tell  his  confreres  how  he  rights  a  rotting 
tooth.  The  teacher  seems  as  yet  oddly  unwilling  to 
confess  in  equal  detail  how  he  criticizes  a  bad  essay. 
To  do  so  is  of  course  to  invite  comment  that  may  be 
disconcerting,  but  the  man  of  faith  will  not  flinch 
from  that.  The  literature  that  would  result  if  studies 
of  interesting  confusions  and  misunderstandings  be- 
came as  regular  features  in  the  professional  literature 
as  descriptions  of  procedures  are  in  the  dental  jour- 
nals would  soon  revolutionize  practice.  We  should 
begin  to  profit,  as  dentists  have  long  been  profiting, 
from  one  another's  mistakes. 

From  the  Richards  who  set  out  bravely  "to  make  a  gen- 
eral revival  of  poetry  possible"  to  the  Richards  comparing 
"interesting"  ways  to  fix  a  rotting  tooth  is  indeed  a  come- 
down. Some  sense  of  the  shift  in  scale  that  has  followed 
inevitably  from  the  shift  in  focus  comes  in  seeing  Richards 
contributing  (1940)  to  educational  monographs  on  Read- 
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ing  and  Pupil  Development,  or  competing  with  Mortimer 
Adler  and  the  idiocy  of  "A  Hundred  Great  Books"  and 
How  to  Read  a  Book  (which  recommended  his  work  with 
the  reservation  that  he  didn't  show  "how  to  read  a  whole 
book")  by  furnishing  the  counter-idiocy  of  "A  Hundred 
Great  Words"  and  How  to  Read  a  Page  (which  "suggests 
that  their  [the  Adler  group's]  recommendations  may  not 
go  to  the  root  of  the  problem"). 

Richards  is  a  man  of  tremendous,  almost  unequaled 
breadth  of  learning.  Not  only  is  he  thoroughly  familiar 
with  the  dozen  fields  mentioned  above  that  he  has  staked 
out  as  his  own,  but  he  has  invaded  almost  every  other 
area  of  knowledge.  To  make  a  minor  point,  he  is  apt  not 
only  to  quote  theoretical  physics  with  authority,  but  to 
quote  Lenin's  Materialism  and  Empirio-Criticism  against 
it  with  equal  authority.  At  the  same  time  the  very  breadth 
of  his  knowledge  has  resulted  in  an  inability  to  hold  to  a 
consistent  point  of  view  at  any  given  time.  A  relativism 
with  the  idea  that  every  point  of  view  is  somewhat  right 
results  inevitably  in  the  corollary  that  no  point  of  view 
can  be  entirely  right.  Richards  has  always  had  a  curiously 
dilettantish  irresponsibility  toward  ideas  (an  aspect  of  the 
same  irresponsibility  that  could  footnote  The  Meaning  of 
Meaning  with  "darky  anecdotes"  in  questionable  taste). 
This  is  social  irresponsibility  in  a  larger  sense,  not  touched 
or  redeemed  by  the  more  limited  extreme  social  respon- 
sibility, even  dedication,  of  bringing  culture  and  world 
government  and  peace  to  the  world  by  devoting  one's  life 
to  education  and  Basic  English.  In  this  larger  sense,  even 
the  most  responsible  panacea  is  irresponsible  in  that  it 
fundamentally  scorns  a  world  too  large  and  complex  to  be 
cured  by  any  one  panacea. 

Poetry,  although  it  was  to  "save  us,"  was  never  that 
sort  of  panacea  for  Richards.  It  included  all  the  complex- 
ity and  contradiction  of  the  world,  and  the  critic's  func- 
tion was,  through  love  and  effort,  to  increase  the  general 
ability  to  experience  it  at  its  fullest,  not  to  simplify  it  or 
translate  it  down.  Richards  was  always,  even  at  his  most 
scientific,  the  supreme  example  of  the  man  saved  by  per- 
sonal qualifications  from  the  rigidities  of  his  own  method 
(a  typically  English  phenomenon  of  which  Maud  Bodkin 
is  a  lesser  example).  The  ultimate  result  of  all  the  ma- 
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chinery  of  The  Meaning  of  Meaning,  as  noted  above,  was 
to  be  a  restoration  of  the  conditions  "under  which  a  gen- 
eral revival  of  poetry  would  be  possible."  By  making 
poetry  more  "efficient,"  by  furthering  its  enjoyment  "at 
many  levels,"  Principles  aimed  at  a  better  poetry,  better 
experienced.  As  requirements  of  the  critic,  along  with  "a 
capacity  for  dispassionate  psychological  analysis,"  Science 
and  Poetry  insists  on  "a  passionate  knowledge  of  poetry." 
When  Furioso  (Spring  1940)  printed  a  1938  letter  from 
Richards  to  his  former  pupil  Richard  Eberhart  about  Eber- 
hart's  poem  "A  Meditation,"  it  was  straight  constructive 
technical  criticism,  the  sort  of  thing  one  poet  might  write 
to  another,  full  of  a  "passionate"  knowledge  of  and  con- 
cern for  poetry.  The  outstanding  impression  a  reader  gets 
from  the  Princeton  lecture  on  "The  Interaction  of  Words" 
(Richards's  last  textual  criticism  of  a  poem,  so  far  as  I 
know)  is  how  terribly  important  and  wonderful  Donne's 
"First  Anniversary"  is  to  Richards. 

The  men  who  have  criticized  Richards  most  sharply 
(with  rare  exceptions)  have  always  ended  with  a  tribute 
to  his  personal  qualifications  and  sensitivity  to  poetry.  "An 
admirable  critic  whose  love  and  knowledge  of  poetry  are 
incontestable,"  Blackmur  writes.  "His  great  intellectual 
powers,  his  learning,  his  devotion  to  poetry — a  devotion 
somewhat  frustrated  but  as  marked  fifteen  years  ago  as 
now — are  qualities  of  an  intellectual  honesty  rare  in  any 
age,"  Tate  writes.  "The  main  tendency  of  his  thought  was 
to  bring  art  into  vital  relation  with  other  major  interests, 
and  thereby  to  make  for  more  freedom  and  fullness  of 
life,"  Herbert  MuUer  concludes.  "Mr.  Richards  has  done 
as  much  as  any  man  in  our  time  to  stimulate  a  clear  and 
honest  interest  in  poetry,"  Arthur  Mizener  writes,  in  the 
course  of  a  particularly  sharp  attack  {Southern  Review, 
Autumn  1939)  and  concludes:  "Mr.  Richards  at  his  best 
is  incomparable."  Just  as  there  has  been  general  utilization 
of  his  criticism  and  general  quarreling  with  his  ideas,  so 
has  there  been  general  praise  for  the  man  himself.  His 
character,  intelligence,  sensibility,  and  humor,  it  is  agreed, 
have  saved  his  criticism  from  every  danger  it  has  faced. 
We  can  only  hope  that  they  will  save  it  now  from  the 
latest  and  most  pernicious  danger,  renunciation  in  favor 
of  saving  the  world  by  panacea.  If  they  fail,  and  if  Rich- 
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ards  never  returns  to  the  criticism  of  literature,  we  shall 
still  have,  in  his  early  books,  work  to  rank  with  the  finest 
of  our  time,  as  well  as  a  whole  dazzling  body  of  work 
stemming  out  of  it.  Those  are  in  no  danger. 


CHAPTER   10 


Kenneth  Burke 

and  the  Criticism  of  Symbolic  Action 


If,  as  Kenneth  Burke  has  sometimes  insisted,  a  book  is  the 
indefinite  expansion  of  one  sentence,  then  a  critical  method 
is  only  the  securing  of  material  to  document  that  sentence. 
Actually,  Burke  has  a  number  of  sentences — that  is,  a 
number  of  methods — in  each  of  his  books,  but  if  he  had 
to  stand  or  fall  by  one  sentence  it  would  probably  be: 
Literature  is  symbolic  action.  To  use  his  own  stress-shifting 
technique,  his  earlier  work  emphasized  it  as  symbolic 
action,  his  later  work  as  symbolic  action.  With  a  kind  of 
limitless  fertility  Burke  has  done  everything  in  criticism's 
bag  of  tricks,  including  several  things  he  put  there,  but  the 
choice  is  either  to  let  him  represent  every  aspect  of  mod- 
ern criticism,  in  which  case  he  has  written  your  book  for 
you,  or  else  to  restrict  him  arbitrarily  to  that  critical  area, 
symbolic  expression,  in  which  he  has  particularly  special- 
ized, with  the  additional  factor  that  it  is  something  no  one 
else  covers  adequately.  In  his  essay  "The  Problem  of  the 
Intrinsic,"  reprinted  as  an  appendix  to  A  Grammar  of 
Motives,  Burke  is  incautious  enough  to  write:  "I  began 
by  speaking  of  the  three  fields:  Grammar,  Rhetoric,  and 
Symbolic.  It  is  perhaps  only  in  the  third  of  these  categories 
that  modern  criticism  has  something  vitally  new  to  offer 
the  student  of  literature."  This  is  not  true  (even  hedged 
by  the  word  "vitally"),  as  his  own  work  demonstrates,  but 
it  does  point  at  the  tremendous  shock  of  novelty  in  Burke's 
studies  of  symbolic  action,  so  that  anyone  reading  him  for 
the  first  time  has  the  sudden  sense  of  a  newly  discovered 
country  in  his  own  backyard. 

Burke's  first  book  of  criticism,  Counter-Statement,  pub- 
lished in  1931,  set  up  most  of  the  principles  and  proce- 
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dures  he  later  developed,  termed  "counter"  because  they 
were  then  (as  always)  a  minority  view.  The  book  is  a 
collection  of  essays,  some  of  them  revised  periodical  pieces, 
dealing  with  general  literary  problems,  including  the  po- 
litical program  implicit  in  his  aesthetic,  and  with  specific 
writers:  Flaubert,  Pater,  de  Gourmont,  Mann,  and  Gide. 
The  concept  of  symbolic  action  is  as  yet  undeveloped,  but 
Burke  makes  constant  glancing  suggestions  of  it:  Gide's 
concern  with  homosexuality  made  him  a  political  liberal 
by  training  "his  sense  of  divergence,"  Gourmont's  "paper" 
transgressions  resulted  from  his  leprosy  and  seclusion,  the 
biographer  "symbolizes"  his  own  problems  in  choosing  to 
write  of  Napoleon,  and  so  on.  Some  of  the  techniques 
later  developed  for  studying  symbolic  action  are  also  sug- 
gested, particularly  the  contextual  associations  of  imagery, 
as  when  he  notes  the  malevolent  contexts  of  the  word  "fu- 
ture" in  Shakespeare,  in  contrast  to  its  confident  use  in 
Browning,  and  the  power  of  "demon"  in  Keats,  opposed 
to  its  innocuousness  in  Tennyson. 

The  book's  chief  concern,  however,  is  with  rhetoric,  and 
its  dichotomous  terms  are  concerned  with  demarcating 
rhetoric  from  grammar:  "pamphleteering"  versus  "inquiry," 
"declamatory"  versus  "realistic,"  "the  psychology  of  form" 
versus  "the  psychology  of  information,"  with  no  third 
term  for  "symbolic."  In  fact,  Burke's  insistence  in  the 
book  that  art  is  not  experience,  but  something  added^to 
experience,  jfuts  the  emphasis  in  opposition  to  the  con- 
cepTof  symbolic  action,  but  then  in  a  modification,  attack- 
ing the  concept  of  vulgar  economic  causation,  he  presents 
the  germ  of  the  later  view.  He  writes: 

In  one  sense,  art  or  ideas  do  "reflect"  a  situation, 
since  they  are  a  way  of  dealing  with  a  situation.  When 
a  man  solves  a  problem,  however,  we  should  hardly 
say  that  his  solution  is  "caused"  by  the  problem  to 
be  solved.  The  problem  may  limit  somewhat  the  na- 
ture of  his  solution,  but  the  problem  can  remain  un- 
solved forever  unless  he  adds  the  solution.  Similarly, 
the  particular  ways  of  feeling  and  seeing  which  the 
thinker  or  the  artist  develops  to  cope  with  a  situation, 
the  vocabulary  they  bring  into  prominence,  the  spe- 
cial kinds  of  intellectual  and  emotk)nal  adjustment 
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which  their  works  make  possible  by  the  discovery  of 
appropriate  symbols  for  encompassing  the  situation, 
the  kinds  of  action  they  stimulate  by  their  attitudes 
towards  the  situation,  are  not  "caused"  by  the  situa- 
tion which  they  are  designed  to  handle. 

Here,  minus  the  military  metaphor,  is  the  whole  con- 
cept of  works  of  art  as  "strategies"  for  encompassing 
situations;  that  is,  symbolic  action.  Besides  its  great  im- 
portance for  developing  the  concept  of  rhetoric  in  art  and 
its  hints  of  the  later  symbolic,  Counter-Statement  is  chiefly 
interesting  for  the  passion  of  its  concern  with  art.  "The 
Status  of  Art"  is  an  elaborate  Apologie  for  Poetrie  against 
subtler  detractors  than  Sidney  or  Shelley  had  to  cope  with; 
"Thomas  Mann  and  Andre  Gide"  is  an  exercise  in  scrupu- 
losity that  spends  ten  pages  erecting  an  ethical  distinction 
between  them  and  then  demoUshes  it  as  oversimple;  "Pro- 
gram," "Lexicon  Rhetoricae,"  and  "Applications  of  the 
Terminology"  are  an  ironic  triptych  the  parts  of  which, 
respectively,  set  the  aims  of  the  good  life  as  Burke  sees 
them,  define  the  concepts  that  underlie  the  program,  and 
apply  them  to  problems  of  art. 

Burke's  next  critical  book,  Permanence  and  Change, 
subtitled  An  Anatomy  of  Purpose,  appeared  in  1935.  It  is 
the  least  "literary"  of  his  books,  although  precisely  how 
it  would  classify  is  hard  to  say:  as  social  psychology, 
social  history,  philosophy,  moral  possibility,  "secular  con- 
version," or  what.  Its  central  concern  is,  as  with  Burke's 
latest  book,  "purpose"  (that  is,  "motives,"  the  situations 
underlying  "attitudes"  and  "strategies").  The  book's  three 
sections  are:  "On  Interpretation,"  a  survey  of  "criticism"  in 
areas  of  life  rather  than  art;  "Perspective  by  Incongruity," 
an  exploration  of  the  metaphoric  nature  of  strategies  and 
systems  of  meaning;  and  "The  Basis  of  Simplification,** 
Burke's  own  sketch  for  a  critical  frame  that  would  clarify 
and  resolve  the  confusions  he  has  discussed  earlier.  Thus, 
it  is  a  book  about  society  and  social  communication,  but 
its  key  metaphor  (what  Burke  would  later  call  its  "rep- 
resentative anecdote")  is  Man  as  Artist,  and  it  treats 
social  problems  in  terms  of  poetic  and  critical  techniques 
(characteristically,  its  topic  sentence  is  "All  living  things 
are  critics" — a  greater  democratization  of  criticism  than 
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Burke's  namesake  Edmund  ever  planned — and  its  last 
section  states:  "all  men  are  poets").  Fittingly,  most  of 
what  Burke  has  to  say  about  symbolic  action  in  the  book 
comes  in  the  "Perspective  by  Incongruity"  section.  He 
notes  that  felling  a  noble  tree  (a  theme  that  has  always 
particularly  interested  him)  may  be  a  symbolic  parricide; 
that  Darwin's  intense  attacks  of  vertigo,  like  Joyce's  blind- 
ness, would  seem  to  be  the  symbolic  self-punishment  for 
the  "impiety"  of  his  work;  that  acts  from  mountain- 
climbing  and  bull-fighting  to  empire-building  contain 
substantial  symbolic  ingredients;  that  McDougall's  integra- 
tion-dissociation psychology,  analogically  related  to  the 
structure  of  the  British  Empire,  is  actually  a  projection 
of  it,  and  would  be  particularly  curative  for  British  patients. 
Despite  these  frequent  symbolic  readings,  the  concept  of 
works  of  art  as  strategies  has  not  yet  coalesced,  and  the 
book  tends  to  use  the  term  "strategy"  simply  to  mean  a 
trick,  so  that  rationalizing  one's  motives  as  diplomatically 
as  possible  is  "strategic." 

The  central  concept  of  Permanence  and  Change  is  the 
concept  of  perspective  by  incongruity,  or  metaphor,  the 
seeing  of  one  thing  in  terms  of  something  that,  to  a  greater 
or  lesser  extent,  it  is  not.  Burke  writes: 

Indeed,  as  the  documents  of  science  pile  up,  are 
we  not  coming  to  see  that  whole  works  of  scientific  re- 
search, even  entire  schools,  are  hardly  more  than  the 
patient  repetition,  in  all  its  ramifications,  of  a  fertile 
metaphor?  Thus  we  have,  at  different  eras  in  history, 
considered  man  as  the  son  of  God,  as  an  animal,  as 
a  political  and  economic  brick,  as  a  machine,  each 
such  metaphor,  and  a  hundred  others,  serving  as  the 
cue  for  an  unending  line  of  data  and  generalizations. 

"Perspective  by  incongruity,"  as  Burke  defines  it,  is  a 
method  he  first  noted  in  Nietzsche  and  his  pupil  Spengler, 
the  switching  of  a  term  from  its  natural  context  to  an- 
other where  it  is  revealing  although  impious,  like  speaking 
of  Arabian  Puritanism,  or  Eliot's  phrase  "decadent  athleti- 
cism," or  Veblen's  term  "trained  incapacity."  As  Burke 
extends  its  appUcation  in  the  book,  it  eventually  comes  to 
include  even  concepts  like  "rebirth,"  the  principal  sym- 
bolic action  in  his  later  work: 
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Once  a  set  of  new  meanings  is  firmly  established, 
we  can  often  note  in  art  another  kind  of  regression: 
the  artist  is  suddenly  prompted  to  review  the  memories 
of  his  youth  because  they  combine  at  once  the  quali- 
ties of  strangeness  and  intimacy.  Probably  every 
man  has  these  periods  of  rebirth,  a  new  angle  of  vision 
whereby  so  much  that  he  had  forgot  suddenly  be- 
comes useful  or  relevant,  hence  grows  vivid  again  in 
his  memory.  Rebirth  and  perspective  by  incongruity 
are  thus  seen  to  be  synonymous,  a  process  of  conver- 
sion, though  such  words  as  conversion  and  rebirth  are 
usually  reserved  for  only  the  most  spectacular  of  such 
reorientations,  the  religious. 

One  of  Burke's  characteristic  perspectives  by  incongruity  in 
the  book,  perhaps  borrowed  from  Thoreau  and  used  as 
a  major  source  of  insight  or  irony,  is  etymology,  going 
back  to  the  root  meanings  of  words  for  a  fresh  or  "reborn" 
slant,  as  where  he  notes  that  "theory"  means  "vision  of 
God,"  that  "caricature"  comes  from  a  root  meaning  to 
"overload,"  that  "property"  and  "propriety"  "are  not  ety- 
mologically  so  close  by  mere  accident." 

Permanence  and  Change  contains  a  good  deal  of  general 
literary  discussion,  but  its  specific  literary  references  tend 
to  be  incidental,  used  as  examples  or  analogies,  and  not 
discussed  in  any  detail.  Burke  refers  glancingly  to  the 
Nietzschean  symbol  of  the  mountain  in  The  Magic  Moun- 
tain; some  of  Shakespeare's  techniques  of  stylistic  ingratia- 
tion;  the  planned  incongruity  of  Hemingway's  descriptions 
of  violence  in  terms  of  Jane  Austen  delicacies;  the  inade- 
quate exorcism  of  their  private  monsters  in  the  work  of 
Nietzsche  and  Swift;  the  "abyss-motif"  in  Eliot,  Milton, 
and  Hart  Crane;  Lawrence's  "ethical  universe-building." 
The  only  work  of  imaginative  literature  quoted  from  in 
the  book  and  discussed  at  any  length,  curiously  enough,  is 
Edwin  Seaver's  sociological  novel  The  Company,  and  no 
line  of  poetry  is  anywhere  quoted. 

Burke's  next  book.  Attitudes  toward  History  in  1937,  is 
his  most  significant  work  in  terms  of  symbolic  action  and 
will  be  discussed  below  at  some  length.  The  Philosophy  of 
Literary  Form,  subtitled  Studies  in  Symbolic  Action,  ap- 
peared in  1941  and  might  be  considered  almost  a  supple- 
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ment  of  practical  applications  of  the  concepts  in  Attitudes. 
Except  for  the  long  title  essay,  the  book  is  a  collection  of 
articles  and  reviews  done  in  the  preceding  decade.  The 
essays  are  united  by  their  common  concern  with  "specula- 
tion on  the  nature  of  linguistic,  or  symbolic,  or  literary 
action — and  in  a  search  for  more  precise  ways  of  locating 
or  defining  such  action,"  or,  more  generally,  Burke's  pur- 
pose is  "to  identify  the  substance  of  a  particular  literary 
act  by  a  theory  of  literary  action  in  general."  In  the 
course  of  this,  Burke  is  centrally  occupied  with  what  he 
calls  "strategies,"  related  to  the  "attitudes"  of  his  previous 
book  (note  the  progress  of  his  key  metaphor  from  Man  as 
Declaimer  in  Counter-Statement,  to  Man  as  Artist  in 
Permanence  and  Change,  Man  as  Gesturer  in  Attitudes 
toward  History,  and  Man  as  Warrior  in  The  Philosophy  of 
Literary  Form).  The  first  page  of  the  book  begins  by  dis- 
tinguishing between  "strategies"  and  "situation": 

So  I  should  propose  an  initial  working  distinction 
between  "strategies"  and  "situations,"  whereby  we 
think  of  poetry  (I  here  use  the  term  to  include  any 
work  of  critical  or  imaginative  cast)  as  the  adopting 
of  various  strategies  for  the  encompassing  of  situa- 
tions. These  strategies  size  up  the  situations,  name 
their  structure  and  outstanding  ingredients,  and  name 
them  in  a  way  that  contains  an  attitude  towards  them. 

This  point  of  view  does  not,  by  any  means,  vow  us 
to  personal  or  historical  subjectivism.  The  situations 
are  real;  the  strategies  for  handling  them  have  public 
content;  and  in  so  far  as  situations  overlap  from  in- 
dividual to  individual,  or  from  one  historical  period  to 
another,   the   strategies   possess   universal   relevance. 

In  "Literature  as  Equipment  for  Living,"  an  essay  attempt- 
ing to  define  a  sociological  criticism,  Burke  proposes  the 
classification  of  sophisticated  works  of  art  in  terms  of  the 
basic  strategies  he  finds  in  proverbs:  "strategies  for  select- 
ing enemies  and  allies,  for  socializing  losses,  for  warding 
off  evil  eye,  for  purification,  propitiation,  and  desanctifica- 
tion,  consolation  and  vengeance,  admonition  and  exhorta- 
tion, implicit  commands  or  instructions  of  one  sort  or 
another." 

These  and  other  strategies  are  the  basic  symbolic  actions 
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of  art.  Burke  defines  the  symbolic  act  as  "the  dancing  of 
an  attitude"  and  carefully  distinguishes  it  from  what  we 
think  of  as  the  "real"  acti^ 

Still,  there  is  a  difference,  and  a  radical  difference, 
between  building  a  house  and  writing  a  poem  about 
building  a  house — and  a  poem  about  having  children 
by  marriage  is  not  the  same  thing  as  having  children 
by  marriage.  There  are  practical  acts,  and  there  are 
symbolic  acts  (nor  is  the  distinction,  clear  enough 
in  its  extremes,  to  be  dropped  simply  because  there 
is  a  borderline  area  wherein  many  practical  acts  take 
on  a  symbolic  ingredient,  as  one  may  buy  a  certain 
commodity  not  merely  to  use  it,  but  also  because  its 
possession  testifies  to  his  enrollment  in  a  certain  stra- 
tum of  society). 

Burke  classifies  symbolic  action  on  three  levels:  the  bodily 
or  biological,  from  insomnia  to  the  over-all  sensory  ex- 
perience of  a  poem  (like  the  sense  of  drought  in  reading 
"The  Ancient  Mariner");  the  personal  or  familistic,  chiefly 
relations  to  parents  and  other  "familiar"  persons;  and  the 
abstract,  as  in  symbolic  enrollment  or  re-enrollment  built 
around  rebirth.  As  a  way  of  getting  around  resistance  to 
a  term  as  dubious  as  "symbolic"  (and,  more  seriously,  of 
advancing  toward  a  useful  methodological  criterion),  Burke 
proposes  the  substitution  of  the  ultra-respectable  word 
"statistical,"  in  the  sense  that  the  "statistical"  inspection 
of  a  body  of  images  or  a  body  of  works  will  reveal  a  trend 
of  symbolic  significance,  whereas  any  isolated  image  or 
work  might  seem  purely  "practical."  Thus  a  statistical 
study  of  associations  and  clusters  will  show  the  structure 
of  motivation  operating.  Later  in  the  same  essay  Burke 
lists  a  number  of  his  "rules  of  thumb,"  techniques  for 
studying  poetic  strategies  that  he  uses  throughout  the 
book.  They  include  isolating  the  basic  "dramatic  align- 
ment" and  obtaining  its  supplementary  "equations"  in- 
ductively from  the  work;  charting  associative  clusters  and 
structural  relations;  noting  "critical  points"  or  "watershed 
moments,"  especially  beginnings,  endings,  peripeties,  dis- 

^  Allen  Tate  has  a  wonderful  reference  in  Reactionary  Essays  to  a 
man  who  discovers  oil  under  his  land  and,  instead  of  digging,  writes  a 
poem  saying:  "O  Oil,  make  me  thy  conduitl" 
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continuities,  weaknesses  of  motivation,  and  particular 
strengths  of  dramatic  organization;  noting  the  imagery  of 
"agon"  or  rebirth;  and  then,  in  all  these  classifications, 
introducing  the  "differentia"  that  gives  each  symbolic  act 
in  literature  its  unique  character. 

The  chief  new  terms  Burke  produces  in  The  Philosophy 
of  Literary  Form  are  the  concepts  of  the  "Power  family" 
(used  throughout,  but  only  so  named  in  the  book's  Intro- 
duction), whereby  powers  in  all  areas  are  related  so  thai 
any  one  can  do  symbolic  service  for  any  other;  and  the 
naming  of  the  three  ingredients  in  art  as:  "dream,"  the 
symbolic  factors;  "prayer,"  the  rhetorical  factors;  and 
"chart,"  the  factors  of  realistic  sizing  up  (which  would 
probably  coincide  with  "grammatical").  In  terms  of  the 
"Power  family,"  Burke  is  able  to  translate  rapidly  and 
efficiently  from  literary  to  non-literary  areas  and  back 
again  in  terms  of  symbolic  action,  so  that,  as  he  says,  "one 
may  marry  or  rape  by  politics,  wage  war  in  argument,  be 
mentally  superior  by  the  insignia  of  social  privilege,  bind 
or  loose  by  knowledge,  show  one's  muscle  or  enhance 
one's  stature  by  financial  income,  etc."  In  terms  of  the 
dream-prayer-chart  division,  Burke  is  able  to  achieve  a 
balance  of  symboHc,  rhetorical,  and  grammatical  emphasis 
in  treating  any  given  work  (whereas  before,  in  Counter- 
Statement  and  Permanence  and  Change,  he  had  leaned 
particularly  toward  the  rhetorical,  and  in  Attitudes  toward 
the  symbolic). 

At  the  same  time  Burke  develops  purely  grammatical 
techniques  of  analysis  (that  is,  not  concerned  particularly 
with  either  how  the  device  affects  the  reader  or  how  it 
expresses  the  poet,  but  simply  with  what  it  is  and  how  it 
operates),  as  in  his  study  "On  MusicaHty  in  Verse,"  which 
explores  subtle,  almost  unnoticeable  phonetic  effects  in 
poetry,  involving  such  things  as  cognate  variation,  aug- 
mentation, diminution,  and  chiasmus.  The  piece  that  Burke 
considers  the  "most  complete"  example  of  analysis  focused 
on  a  single  work  in  the  book,  "The  Rhetoric  of  Hitler's 
Battle,"  is  a  balanced  chart-dream-prayer  analysis  of  Mein 
Kampf:  showing  in  purely  grammatical  terms  to  what 
extent  it  reflected  realities  in  Germany  and  the  world 
situation,  in  symbolic  terms  to  what  extent  it  was  Hitler's 
great  evil  poem,  and  in  rhetorical  terms  to  what  extent  and 


and  the  Criticism  of  Symbolic  Action  335 

through  what  devices  it  captured  the  German  people,  thus 
ironically  converting  Hitler's  already  completed  symbolic 
act  of  world  domination  into  something  that  just  missed 
being  the  real  thing,  Burke  explores  the  relationship  be- 
tween these  emphases,  showing  the  way,  for  example,  that 
a  symboHc  factor  in  Hitler,  like  the  Jew  as  scapegoat,  enters 
the  work  as  a  formal  structure,  produces  a  comparable 
symbolic  action  in  the  reader,  and  thus  operates  rhetorically 
to  "convert."  In  thus  emphasizing  an  understanding  of  the 
precise  nature  of  Hitler's  "snake-oil,"  valuable  pragmati- 
cally in  coping  with  it  and  native  variants,  Burke  ends 
with  the  problem  returned  constructively  from  the  symbolic 
to  the  real  world. 

Most  of  his  studies,  however,  deal  with  a  "purer"  litera- 
ture. In  this  book  the  literary  discussion  is  central  rather 
than  peripheral  as  in  Permanence  and  Change.  He  analyzes 
Coleridge,  particularly  "The  Ancient  Mariner,"  at  great 
length,  as  dramatic  ritual  of  major  importance;  discusses 
the  Eumenides  of  ^Eschylus  in  detail  to  illustrate  the  sort 
of  full  poetic  meaning  he  would  oppose  to  "semantic" 
meaning;  studies  lago's  rhetoric  as  a  caricature  of  the 
dramatist's  art,  and  Antony's  rhetoric  as  a  triumph  of  it; 
explores  two  contemporary  novels,  Robert  Penn  Warren's 
Night  Rider  and  John  Steinbeck's  The  Grapes  of  Wrath, 
to  demonstrate  the  analytic  techniques  he  has  listed  as 
"rules  of  thumb";  and  analyzes  authors  from  Homer  and 
Lucretius  to  Flaubert  and  Lewis  Carroll  in  the  course  of 
exploring  other  critical  problems.  In  the  book's  Appendix 
he  includes  reviews  that  demonstrate  his  critical  practice 
on  contemporary  fiction,  poetry,  drama,  and  even  paint- 
ings. 

Burke's  latest  book,  A  Grammar  of  Motives,  published 
in  1945,  is  the  first  volume  of  a  gigantic  trilogy,  planned  to 
include  A  Rhetoric  of  Motives  and  A  Symbolic  of  Motives, 
which  will  be  called  something  like  On  Human  Relations. 
The  aim  of  the  whole  series  is  no  less  than  the  comprehen- 
sive exploration  of  human  motives  and  the  forms  of  thought 
and  expression  built  around  them,  and  its  ultimate  object, 
expressed  in  the  epigraph:  "Ad  bellum  purificandum,"  is 
to  eliminate  the  whole  world  of  conflict  that  can  be  elim- 
inated through  understanding.  The  method  or  key  metaphor 
for  the  study  is  "drama"  or  "dramatism,"  and  the  basic 
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terms  of  analysis  are  the  dramatistic  pentad:  Act,  Scene, 
Agent,  Agency,  and  Purpose.  The  Grammar,  which  Burke 
confesses  in  the  Introduction  grew  from  a  prolegomena  of 
a  few  hundred  words  to  nearly  200,000,  is  a  consideration 
of  the  purely  internal  relationship  of  these  five  terms, 
"their  possibilities  of  transformation,  their  range  of  per- 
mutations and  combinations,"  as  reflected  in  statements 
about  human  motives,  chiefly  as  expressed  in  "theological, 
metaphysical  and  juridical  doctrines."  The  Rhetoric  is  to 
deal  with  the  audience-efi'ect  aspect  of  utterances,  drawing 
its  material  chiefly  from  "parliamentary  and  diplomatic 
devices,  editorial  bias,  sales  methods  and  incidents  of  social 
sparring";  and  the  Symbolic  with  the  psychological-ex- 
pression aspects,  drawing  its  material  principally  from  "the 
forms  and  methods  of  art." 

It  is  not  relevant  to  our  topic  here,  nor  within  my  com- 
petence, to  discuss  Burke's  treatment  of  all  the  major 
philosophic  views  man  has  evolved,  except  to  note  that 
his  aim  is  not  to  debunk  or  defend  them,  but  to  charac- 
terize or  "place"  them,  to  show  which  key  terms  they 
feature  while  slighting  the  others.  "It  is  not  my  purpose 
at  this  late  date  merely  to  summarize  and  report  on  past 
philosophies,"  he  writes.  "Rather,  I  am  trying  to  show  how 
certain  key  terms  might  be  used  to  'call  the  plays'  in  any 
and  all  philosophies."  This  "placing"  requires  what  Burke 
calls  a  "representative  anecdote,"  a  key  metaphor,  and 
he  opens  the  book  with  the  representative  anecdote  of  the 
Creation  (that  is,  God  as  Creator)  and  concludes  it  with 
political  Constitutions  (that  is,  Man  as  Constitutor),  while 
the  entire  book  is  framed  around  Drama  as  the  representa- 
tive anecdote  (Man  as  Acter  or  Actor — a  great  improve- 
ment at  least  in  generality  over  such  earlier  metaphors  as 
Man  as  Warrior).  He  notes  that  "modern  war"  would 
make  an  unwieldly  anecdote,  "since  it  is  more  of  a  con- 
fusion than  a  form,'"  and  that  the  characteristic  scientific 
terminology  that  uses  Man  as  Laboratory  Animal  as  its 
representative  anecdote  is  inevitably  "reductive."  In  select- 
ing Drama  as  his  representative  anecdote,  Burke  acquires 
a  terminology  and  framework  with  which  he  can  discuss 
anything  from  the  closet-drama  of  a  man  tying  his  shoe- 
lace to  the  big-spectacle  drama  of  Genesis. 
Undismayed  by  the  whole  corpus  of  organized  philosophic 
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thought,  Burke  draws  his  analytic  material  from  his  usual 
widespread  and  informal  sources,  including  the  familiar 
introspective  memories  of  his  own  behavior  (he  remembers 
first  reading  Santayana  and  dreaming  "of  a  tourist  life  in 
white  flannels  along  the  Mediterranean"),  and  conjectures 
about  his  unconscious  processes  (in  looking  for  "terms" 
that  "grandly  converge,"  he  notes  that  he  may  have  been 
inspired  by  thinking  of  "terminals"  and  "Grand  Central"). 
He  quotes,  as  usual,  the  revealing  remarks,  questions, 
even  dreams,  of  his  children,  to  illuminate  the  philosophers' 
problems;  and  leans  heavily  on  Thoreau's  old  etymological 
trick  of  casting  light  on  a  term  by  going  back  to  its  root 
meaning;  noting,  for  example,  that  "investing"  means  that 
"one  clothes  oneself  in  the  severe  promises  of  future  yield, 
donning  the  idealizations  of  what  one  would  like  to  be, 
dressing  up  in  the  symbols  of  lien  and  bond." 

For  a  book  devoted  to  "placing"  philosophies,  the  Gram- 
mar manages  to  spend  a  surprising  amount  of  space  on 
literature.  It  begins  and  ends  on  Ibsen  (Burke  has  noted 
that  beginnings  and  endings  are  particularly  significant), 
illustrating  the  scene-act  ratio  in  the  opening  pages  with 
Ibsen's  An  Enemy  of  the  People  and  concluding  with  an 
analysis  of  Peer  Gynt  to  illustrate  "essence."  In  the  course 
of  the  book  he  draws  on  examples  from  Pope  and  Words- 
worth to  Caldwell,  Hemingway,  and  Richard  Wright,  and 
studies  the  Phosdrus  at  length  to  demonstrate  dialectic 
transcendence. 

After  the  publication  of  The  Philosophy  of  Literary 
Form  Ransom  had  suggested  his  doubts  that  the  dramatistic 
method  could  handle  lyric  poetry.  Picking  up  the  challenge, 
Burke  analyzes  Shelley's  "Ode  to  the  West  Wind"  and 
Wordsworth's  "Composed  upon  Westminster  Bridge"  as 
examples  of  incipient  or  arrested  "action"  in  the  text  of 
the  book,  and  includes  three  appendices  illustrating  the 
method  in  practice  on  various  lyric  forms:  "The  Problem 
of  the  Intrinsic,"  a  general  discussion  of  the  dramatistic 
method  in  analyzing  lyrics,  in  contrast  to  the  disguised 
and  unformulated  dramatism  of  the  neo-Aristotelian  school; 
"Motives  and  Motifs  in  the  Poetry  of  Marianne  Moore," 
the  method  applied  to  a  body  of  lyric  poetry;  and  "Sym- 
bolic Action  in  a  Poem  by  Keats,"  a  remarkable  tour  de 
force  following  the  development  of  the  action  in  the  "Ode 
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on  a  Grecian  Urn,"  which,  like  the  essay  on  Mein  Kampf 
in  the  previous  book,  is  probably  the  best  illustration  of  the 
detailed  application  of  Burke's  method  in  its  totality. 

A  Grammar  of  Motives  makes  occasional  rhetorical  and 
symbolic  readings,  which  Burke  was  apparently  unable  to 
resist,  giving  a  substantial  foretaste  of  what  the  Rhetoric 
and  Symbolic  would  be  like.  By  way  of  rhetorical  meanings 
Burke  notes  that  there  are  constant  rhetorical  motives 
behind  the  manipulations  of  the  grammar  (as  where  one 
deflects  attention  from  an  evil  in  society,  the  scene-act 
"ratio"  or  principle  of  determination,  by  situating  it  as  a 
factor  in  people,  the  act-agent  ratio);  that  "whatever 
speculation  and  investigation  may  precede  Marxist  asser- 
tions, there  is  the  pressure  to  make  them  serviceable  as  a 
Rhetorical  inducement  to  action  on  the  part  of  people  who 
have  slight  interest  in  speculation  and  investigation  per  se''\ 
that  legislatures  adopt  the  "Hamletic"  strategy  of  endless 
investigations  to  avoid  embarrassing  decisions;  that  "polit- 
ical platforms  are  best  analyzed  on  the  rhetorical  level, 
as  they  are  quite  careless  grammatically."  By  way  of  hints 
of  the  5>'mZ)o//c,  Burke  notes:  that  "purely  philosophic 
theories  of  power"  may  be  inspired  "by  personal  problems 
of  potency";  that  Henry  Adams's  Education  is  a  rebirth 
ritual,  and  Murder  in  the  Cathedral  a  purification  ritual; 
that  Arnold's  "Sohrab  and  Rustum"  (for  obvious  reasons 
in  the  son  of  Thomas  Arnold)  reverses  the  Jack  the  Giant 
Killer  pattern  of  fantasy  and  has  the  son  slain  in  combat 
by  the  father;  that  Hume's  questioning  of  "ancestry"  in 
attacking  causality  and  Bentham's  "neutral"  or  "sterilized" 
vocabulary  are  significantly  "bachelors' "  theories;  that 
pragmatism,  instrumentalism,  operationalism,  and  similar 
philosophies  featuring  "agency"  all  point  at  a  fixation  on 
the  mother,  whereas  "purpose"  philosophies  point  at  the 
erotic  woman  of  maturity;  that  the  turn  from  verse  to 
prose  in  a  writer's  work  may  be  a  similar  development  from 
the  "maternal"  or  "familial"  to  the  "erotic"  or  adult.  One 
brief  section  of  the  book,  the  last  part  of  the  chapter  on 
"Scene,"  consists  of  "a  few  observations"  on  rhetorical 
and  symbolic  meanings  in  regard  to  Stoic  and  Epicurean 
philosophies,  inserted  "to  illustrate  how  the  other  levels 
impinge  upon  the  Grammatical,"  and  suggesting  for  the 
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later  books  a  bewildering  and  wonderful  array  of  pos- 
sibilities in  similar  analysis. 

Burke's  uncollected  periodical  and  symposium  pieces 
have  more  or  less  followed  the  development  of  his  books. 
The  articles  prior  to  1941  not  collected  in  The  Philosophy 
of  Literary  Form,  with  the  exception  of  the  essay  on 
"Surrealism"  in  New  Directions  1940,  tend  to  repeat  other 
work,  and  the  "Surrealism"  essay  seems  largely  a  foretaste 
of  "placing"  material  that  will  probably  be  handled  in  the 
Symbolic.  The  reviews  not  collected  tend  to  be  on  other 
critics,  from  Tate  and  Ransom  to  Mary  Colum,  and  only 
two  of  them  are  still  significant:  one  the  review  of 
Spender's  Forward  from  Liberalism  in  the  New  Republic, 
1937,  because  on  the  basis  of  Spender's  "non-collective" 
Communism  Burke  predicted  his  later  disillusionment; 
and  the  other  the  review  of  two  studies  of  Coleridge,  in  the 
New  Republic,  1939,  because  it  is  one  of  the  rare  examples 
of  Burke's  inconsistent  and  unworthy  use  of  his  symbolic- 
action  readings  for  "debunking,"  when  he  disparages  the 
Kafka  and  Kierkegaard  fads  because  they  represent  "the 
stage  of  masturbatory  adolescence"  and  "quarrels  with 
the  father,"  which  is  "trivial"  compared  to  the  complexity 
of  Coleridge's  symbolic  action. 


2. 
In  Attitudes  toward  History,  1937,  despite  the  title,  litera- 
ture is  central  (whereas  in  Permanence  and  Change  it  is 
peripheral  and  illustrative).  The  book  is  a  study  of  literary 
attitudes  as  symbolic  action  or  ritual,  and  the  "history" 
of  the  title  only  points  up  the  concern  with  grounding 
literature  in  society  and  showing  the  interrelationships  of 
its  attitudes  to  "the  curve  of  history,"  politics,  and  eco- 
nomics. The  book's  basic  division  of  attitudes  is  into  those 
of  "acceptance"  and  "rejection"  (Schopenhauer's  Bejahung 
und  Verneinung),  and — growing  out  of  them,  combining 
the  best  features  of  both — acceptance-rejection,  which 
Burke  calls  "the  comic."  "Frames  of  Acceptance"  are 
orthodoxies  and  include  philosophies  like  those  of  Wil- 
liam James,  Whitman,  and  Emerson:  literary  forms  like 
epic,  tragedy,  comedy,  and  lyric;  and  ritual  structures  in 
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general  centering  in  incest-awe  and  symbolic  castration. 
"Frames  of  Rejection"  are  heresies,  the  emphasis  shifting 
against  the  symbols  of  authority,  and  include  philosophies 
from  Machiavelli  to  Marx  and  Nietzsche;  literary  forms 
like  the  elegy,  satire,  burlesque  and  the  grotesque;  and 
ritual  structures  in  general  centering  on  symbolic  parricide. 
The  comic  frame  is  an  attitude  of  ambivalence  "neither 
wholly  euphemistic  nor  wholly  debunking."  Burke  writes: 

A  comic  frame  of  motives  avoids  these  difficulties, 
showing  us  how  an  act  can  "dialectically"  contain 
both  transcendental  and  material  ingredients,  both 
imagination  and  bureaucratic  embodiments,  both 
"service"  and  "spoils."  But  it  also  makes  us  sensitive 
to  the  point  at  which  one  of  these  ingredients  becomes 
hypertrophied,  with  the  corresponding  atrophy  of  the 
other.  A  well-balanced  ecology  requires  the  symbiosis 
of  the  two. 

The  name  "comic"  has  confused  many  readers,  principally 
through  confusion  with  "comedy."  As  a  matter  of  fact, 
the  name  was  probably  chosen  as  Burke's  ironic  observa- 
tion that  being  an  accepter-rejecter  in  a  world  of  ravening 
accepters  and  ravening  rejecters  is  a  pretty  funny  thing  to 
be.  He  admits  in  the  book  to  choosing  "comic"  when  he 
might  just  as  well  have  chosen  "humanistic"  because  it 
"sounds  better"  to  him  (exploring  his  subconscious  to  find 
that  it  is  principally  a  way  of  saying  his  own  name,  Ken- 
neth, and  a  preoccupation  with  death  by  choking  or 
gagging).  Whatever  the  source  of  the  term,  the  attitude 
it  represents  is  basic  to  Burke's  values,  and  the  book  con- 
cludes with  a  plea  for  the  framing  of  comic  vocabularies. 
It  seems  to  connote  not  only  "ironic,"  "humanistic,"  and 
•'sceptical,"  but  all  the  implications  of  truth  emergent  out 
of  an  agon  in  "dialectic"  and  "dramatistic." 

The  basic  concept  of  the  book,  underlying  all  three 
frames  or  attitudes,  is  the  concept  of  "symbolic  action," 
that  act  "which  a  man  does  because  he  is  interested  in 
doing  it  exactly  as  he  does  do  it."  These  symbolic  acts,  as 
Burke  sees  them,  center  in  initiation,  change  of  identity, 
rebirth,  purification,  and  other  related  magical  ceremonies. 
He  writes: 
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Our  basic  principle  is  our  contention  that  all  sym- 
bolism can  be  treated  as  the  ritualistic  naming  and 
changing  of  identity  (whereby  a  man  fits  himself  for 
a  role  in  accordance  with  established  coordinates  or 
for  a  change  of  role  in  accordance  with  new  coordi- 
nates which  necessity  has  forced  upon  him).  The 
nearest  to  a  schematic  statement  that  we  might  come 
is  this: 

In  general,  these  rituals  of  change  or  "purification" 
center  about  three  kinds  of  imagery:  purification  by 
ice,  by  fire,  or  by  decay.  "Ice"  tends  to  emphasize 
castration  and  frigidity.  .  .  .  Purification  by  fire, 
"trial  by  fire,"  probably  suggests  "incest-awe.".  .  . 
Redemption  by  decay  is  symbolized  in  all  variants  of 
the  sprouting  seed,  which  arises  in  green  newness  out 
of  filth  and  rot.  .  .  .  We  may  also  note  the  two  sym- 
bols of  perspective,  the  mountain  and  the  pit  (some- 
times merged  in  symbols  of  bridges,  crossing,  travel, 
flying).  The  mountain  contains  incestuous  ingredients 
(the  mountain  as  the  mother,  with  frigidity  as  sym- 
bolic punishment  for  the  offense).  So  also  does  the 
pit  (ambivalence  of  womb  and  "cloaque,"  the  latter 
aspect  tending  to  draw  in  also  ingredients  of  "purifica- 
tion by  decay"). 

Thus  each  work  of  art  tends  to  be  a  ritual  of  death  and  re- 
birth with  identity  changed,  organized  in  relation  to  accept- 
ing or  rejecting  a  key  symbol  of  authority.  In  terms  of 
these  rituals  Burke  analyzes  innumerable  works  of  litera- 
ture, of  which  his  scattered  interpretations  of  Thomas 
Mann's  symbolic  actions  (which  have  interested  him 
greatly  for  many  years)  probably  add  up  to  the  clearest 
picture.  Burke  reads  The  Magic  Mountain  as  a  rebirth 
ritual  in  which  Hans  Castorp  is  prepared  for  "resocializing" 
in  the  war  at  the  end  by  his  seven  years  on  the  maternal 
mountain,  for  which  he  is  punished  by  symbolic  castration, 
death,  and  rebirth  in  a  new  existence  in  the  snow  scene — - 
the  whole  a  ritual  in  which  Mann  himself  is  reborn  from 
pacifist  liberal  to  supporter  of  the  German  cause  in  the 
first  World  War.  Death  in  Venice  and  Mario  and  the 
Magician  are  scapegoat  rituals  for  Mann  as  artist,  in  the 
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first  of  which  the  erotic  criminality  of  the  artist,  repre- 
sented by  Aschenbach,  is  punished  by  death;  in  the  second 
of  which  Mann  dissociates  the  artist  into  two:  the  bad 
artist,  Cippola,  erotic  and  criminal  (as  well  as  Fascist  sym- 
bol) is  punished  by  death;  and  the  good  artist,  the  narrator, 
freed  of  criminality  by  Cippola's  expiatory  death,  goes  off 
"liberated."  The  Joseph  books  are  rebirth  in  the  pit,  as 
The  Magic  Mountain  was  rebirth  on  the  mountain.  In 
them  Joseph,  an  endlessly  recurring  identity,  carries  Mann 
to  a  broader  collectivity  than  the  earlier  German  national- 
ism, as,  purged  of  the  criminality  of  the  artist,  he  takes  on 
a  larger  criminality,  the  bisexuality  of  the  prophetic 
"nourisher,"  of  which  he  is  finally  in  turn  purged. 

Burke  sums  up  the  nature  of  literary  ritual  for  the  writer 
in  general: 

The  change  of  identity  (whereby  he  is  at  once  the 
same  man  and  a  new  man)  gives  him  a  greater  com- 
plexity of  coordinates.  He  "sees  around  the  corner." 
He  is  "prophetic,"  endowed  with  "perspective."  We 
need  not  here  concern  ourselves  with  the  accuracy 
of  his  perspective;  we  need  only  note  its  existence.  It 
makes  him  either  "wiser"  or  "more  foolish"  than  he 
was — in  any  case,  it  forms  the  basis  upon  which  the 
ramifications  of  his  work  are  based.  Thus,  in  Mann's 
novels,  Joseph  is  not  equipped  to  be  a  "prophet" 
until  he  has  been  reborn  in  the  pit. 

Rebirth  is  a  process  of  socialization,  since  it  is  a 
ritual  whereby  the  poet  fits  himself  to  accept  necessi- 
ties suggested  to  him  by  the  problems  of  the  forensic. 
It  will  also,  as  regression,  involve  concern  with  the 
"womb-heaven"  of  the  embryo,  and  with  the  "first 
revolution"  that  took  place  when  the  embryo  devel- 
oped to  the  point  where  its  "shelter"  became  "confine- 
ment." Hence,  when  you  examine  this  ritual,  you  find 
such  symbols  as  the  "pit"  a  symbolic  return-to,  and 
return-from,  the  womb. 

This  involves  "incest-awe,"  since  the  adult  can  re- 
turn to  the  mother  not  as  a  sexually  inexperienced 
infant,  but  as  a  lover.  It  involves  homosexuality 
(actual  or  symbolic)  since  it  involves  an  affront  to 
the  bipolar  relationships  of  mother  and  father,  and 
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since  a  shift  in  allegience  to  the  symbols  of  authority 
equals  the  symbolic  slaying  of  a  parent.  It  involves 
castration  symbolism,  connotations  of  the  "neuter," 
by  way  of  punishment  for  the  symbolic  offense.  The 
"neuter"  may  also  take  on  connotations  of  the  "an- 
drogynous," because  of  the  change  in  identity  effected 
by  the  ritual. 

Just  as  the  individual  rituals  of  specific  works  are  symbolic 
actions,  so  are  the  poetic  forms  themselves:  thus  traged) 
is  a  formalized  ritual  of  expiation,  humor  is  a  ritual  for 
reducing  the  burden  of  the  situation,  satire  a  ritual  for 
"projecting"  one's  vice  onto  a  scapegoat  and  killing  it  off. 
The  writer  also  expresses  himself  symbolically  in  the 
choice  of  subject  (as  Counter-Statement  noted  about  the 
biographer  of  Napoleon  writing  of  his  own  Napoleonism) : 
he  expresses  his  "deep-lying  sympathy"  in  the  passages  he 
quotes  from  other  writers,  even  when  attacking  them;  he 
writes  "what  is  necessary  to  sustain  him."  The  most  ra- 
tional-seeming activities  have  symbolic  ingredients,  as 
Burke  notes  in  regard  to  the  "bachelor"  philosophies  of 
Hume  and  Bentham,  or  the  elements  of  ritual  purification 
and  castration  in  Pasteur's  campaign  for  medical  steriliza- 
tion. Even  the  most  corrupt  or  evasive  hack  production 
contains  these  same  symbolic  ingredients,  which  tell  the 
truth  despite  its  author.  Burke  writes,  in  a  variant  of 
Blake's  criterion  for  asserting  that  Milton  was  "of  the 
Devil's  party": 

A  writer  may  profess  allegiance  to  a  certain  cause, 
for  instance,  but  you  find  on  going  over  his  work  that 
the  enemies  of  this  cause  are  portrayed  with  greater 
vividness  than  its  advocates.  Here  is  his  "truth"  about 
his  professions  of  belief. 

And  in  another  place: 

By  charting  clusters,  we  get  our  clues  as  to  the  im- 
portant ingredients  subsumed  in  "symbolic  mergers." 
We  reveal,  beneath  an  author's  "official  front,"  the 
level  at  which  a  lie  is  impossible.  If  a  man's  virtuous 
characters  are  dull,  and  his  wicked  characters  are 
done  vigorously,  his  art  has  voted  for  the  wicked  ones, 
regardless  of  his  "official  front."  If  a  man  talks  of 
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glory  but  employs  the  imagery  of  desolation,  his  true 
subject  is  desolation. 

The  mention  of  "cues"  and  "clusters"  brings  up  the 
question  of  Burke's  techniques  for  discovering  and  explor- 
ing symbolic  action  in  a  writer's  work.  He  summarizes: 

We  get  cues  as  to  his  "non-realistic"  or  "symbolic" 
meaning  in  two  ways.  By  examining  the  internal  or- 
ganization, noting  what  follows  what,  we  disclose 
the  content  of  a  symbol  in  disclosing  its  function. 
.  .  .  We  can  check  such  disclosures  by  "metaphorical 
analysis,"  as  we  note  the  tenor  of  the  imagery  which 
the  author  employs.  .  .  .  And  we  can  interpret  the 
symbolic  content  of  one  book  by  comparing  it  with 
kindred  symbols  in  other  books. 

The  most  obvious  cue  or  clue  is  imagery  or  symbols,  par- 
ticularly in  associated  "clusters"  of  images,  of  which  the 
mention  of  any  one  tends  inevitably  to  call  up  others  (the 
sort  of  thing  Caroline  Spurgeon  found  in  Shakespeare 
and  around  which  Armstrong  later  built  his  method),  or 
in  a  developmental  "curve."  There  are  many  other  points 
of  particular  significance.  One  is  the  title  of  the  work 
(Burke  has  noted,  for  example,  that  in  Huysmans's  transi- 
tion from  naturalism  to  Catholicism,  all  the  titles  of  his 
naturalistic  work  are  nouns,  all  the  titles  of  his  CathoUc 
work  are  nouns,  and  all  the  titles  of  his  transitional  work 
are  prepositions  or  prepositional).  Beginnings  and  endings 
are  particularly  strategic,  "the  first  setting  the  tone  for  the 
reception  of  one's  message,  the  second  clinching  the  thesis 
for  a  final  parting"  (and  we  might  note  that  Burke's 
own  beginnings  and  endings,  perhaps  more  consciously 
than  most,  are  not  only  "strategic"  but  always  particularly 
eloquent).  Breaks  in  continuity  in  a  writer's  work  are 
always  significant:  either  formal  breaks,  as  when  Murder 
in  the  Cathedral  shifts  from  verse  to  prose;  or  logical 
breaks,  as  when  a  Wyndham  Lewis  metaphor  is  insistently 
madequate;  or  discontinuities  in  subject-matter.  Even  puns 
and  sound-relationships  are  of  symbolic  significance,  so 
that  the  name  "Desdemona,"  sounding  like  "death"  and 
"moan,"  foretells  her  fate.  In  the  section  on  "Cues"  in  the 
book  Burke  has  a  long  discussion  of  the  symbolic  mimesis 
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of  sounds,  based  on  Sir  Richard  Paget's  work  in  Human 
Speech  and  admittedly  tentative,  in  which  he  suggests  sym- 
bolic possibilities  of  "dancing"  acceptance  in  the  repetition 
of  the  *'m"  sound  and  its  cognates,  rejection  in  the  "p" 
sound  and  its  cognates,  choking  from  the  "k"  sound,  etc. 
Finally,  history  itself  is  an  important  clue  to  symbolic 
meaning,  as  Burke  demonstrates  by  tracing  the  historical 
transformations  of  the  symbolic  action  in  his  poetic  forms, 
and  the  historical  "curve"  behind  Shakespeare's  shifts  in 
imagery. 

The  core  of  the  book  is  the  last  third,  the  "Dictionary  of 
Pivotal  Terms."  Burke  explains  why  he  has  put  it  at  the 
end  of  the  book  rather  than  at  the  beginning,  remarking 
that  the  alphabetical  convention  of  a  dictionary  is  specious, 
since  the  definition  of  the  words  in  "a"  requires  a  prior 
knowledge  of  all  the  words  to  "z,"  and  consequently  he  is 
defining  his  terms  only  after  they  have  been  displayed  in 
action.  He  writes: 

In  our  own  case,  we  have  found  it  advisable  to 
pursue  a  catch-as-catch-can  policy,  introducing  our 
terms  where  there  is  an  opportunity  to  disclose  at  the 
same  time  something  of  their  function.  We  hope  to 
make  apparent  first  their  general  slant  or  drift,  and 
to  sharpen  their  explicitness  as  we  proceed  (showing 
their  function  by  introducing  them  into  various  con- 
texts). Formal  definitions  should  thus  be  relegated  to 
a  final  summary,  where  each  term  can  draw  upon 
the  reader's  knowledge  of  all  the  terms. 

Burke  has  frequently  used  a  dictionary  of  terms  to  sum  up 
what  each  of  his  books  has  to  say,  since  he  believes  that 
his  views  are  the  terms,  and  this  Dictionary  continues  the 
tradition  of  the  Lexicon  Rhetoricae  in  Counter-Statement 
and  the  list  of  concepts  on  page  337  of  Permanence  and 
Change.  In  this  case  the  Dictionary  is  a  formalized  alpha- 
betical listing  of  the  thirty-three  key  concepts  of  the  book 
and  Burke's  work  up  to  1937.  Although  the  richest  of  these 
terms  are  abstract  enough  to  include  collective  social  as 
well  as  individual  literary  behavior,  the  examples  are  con- 
sistently literary.  Managing  to  include  both  the  classic  and 
the  contemporary  (sometimes,  the  sublime  and  the  ridicu- 
lous),  Burke   illustrates   Alienation  with   examples  from 
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Shakespeare  and  an  Albert  Bein  play,  Cues  with  Shake- 
speare and  Cummings,  Identity  with  Shakespeare  and 
Mann's  Joseph  novels,  Imagery  with  Shakespeare  and  Ara- 
gon's  Bells  of  Basle,  etc. 

The  central  concern  of  Attitudes  toward  History  is  with 
charting  attitudes  and  framing  "a  comic  vocabulary  of 
motives" — that  is,  with  public  materials,  literary  or  forensic 
— and  characteristically  its  chief  theoretical  reliance  is  on 
such  authorities  on  the  forensic  as  Bentham,  Marx,  Peirce, 
Veblen,  and  Malinowski.  At  the  same  time,  as  Burke  has 
made  clear,  "no  statement  about  motives  can  ever  be 
anything  other  than  symbolic  action"  itself,  and  he  has 
sketched  out  in  the  book  the  ways  his  system  and  terminol- 
ogy express  himself.  In  addition  to  tracing  "comic"  as  a 
way  of  saying,  among  other  things,  "Kenneth,"  he  finds  that 
one  of  his  other  principal  terms,  "bureaucratization,"  is 
a  way  of  saying  "Burke"  or  "burking"  the  issue,  and  he 
suggests  that  his  preference  for  "p"  terms,  "poetry,"  "piety," 
"petition,"  "propriety,"  "possession,"  "prayer,"  and  "per- 
spective," is  a  survival  of  his  earlier  period  "as  an  aesthete, 
to  whom  poetry  was  synonymous  with  rejection."  Under 
"Cues"  in  the  book,  Burke  devotes  ten  pages  to  an  elabo- 
rate introspection  into  some  of  the  underlying  motives 
revealed  in  his  own  work.  He  pursues  his  "apparently 
neutral"  title  for  one  section,  "The  Curve  of  History," 
through  an  early  story,  "The  Book  of  Yul"  in  The  White 
Oxen,  and  other  writings,  finding  that  the  word  "curve" 
has  extremely  complex  associations  for  him,  so  that  his 
title  is  actually  "The  Mountain-Woman-Church  of  His- 
tory," with  features  of  guilt,  death,  and  eroticism  smuggled 
in. 

Burke  finds  that  "bureaucratization  of  the  imaginative" 
is  a  way  of  saying  that  things  "die"  and  are  "reborn";  that 
"perspective  by  incongruity,"  in  its  concern  with  "neutrali- 
zation," involves  symbolic  castration  and  is  consequently 
a  fitting  rebirth  transition  between  the  first  section  of 
Permanence  and  Change,  its  keynote  "the  fish,  under 
water,"  and  the  third  section,  a  heaven  of  the  seculariza- 
tion of  religious  terms.  He  then  investigates  the  "arbitrary" 
names  he  gave  characters  in  the  stories  in  The  White  Oxen 
and  finds  that  they  have  a  "tonal  logic";  that  his  character 
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named  Treep,  whose  role  was  to  cut  down  a  tree,  was 
precisely  named  "tree-rejection,"  and  when,  become  gigan- 
tic, he  is  renamed  Arjk,  the  name  still  fits.  Burke  explains: 

Looking  at  these  syllables,  we  speculated:  the  "r" 
is  the  growl  of  his  pugnacity.  The  "j"  is  his  new 
genius  as  gigantic,  as  is  the  "ah"  of  "a,"  in  contrast 
with  the  "ee"  of  his  name  before  "rebirth."  And  the 
"k"  is  the  initial  of  our  given  name.  Thus,  "a-r-j-k" 
means:  "Kenneth,  formerly  a  little  man,  made  big  and 
pugnacious." 

He  then  finds  that  the  same  principles  are  involved  in  the 
nicknames  he  has  given  his  children  (so  that  his  third 
daughter,  nicknamed  "Jake,"  has  all  of  "Arjk"  but  the 
growl) ,  in  his  poems,  and  in  the  key  terms  of  his  conceptual 
vocabulary.  He  concludes  with  the  reservation  that  the 
same  symbolic  expressions  could  be  found  in  other  fash- 
ions: 

Of  course  such  matters  "radiate"  in  many  directions. 
We  could  have  begun  with  Treep's  felling  of  the  tree, 
for  instance,  and  developed  a  line  of  thought  from 
this  ritualistic  murder,  relating  it  to  subsequent  sym- 
bolizations  of  rape  and  redemption  in  the  same 
story.  .  .  . 

We  could,  in  other  words,  have  considered  critical 
concepts  as  symbols,  looking  for  the  ways  in  which 
the  later  pattern  of  ideas  parallels  the  pattern  of  plot 
in  these  early  fantasies.  Hence,  we  should  regret  it  if 
the  reader  carried  away  the  impression  that  the  organi- 
zation of  character  by  the  fitting  together  of  verbaliza- 
tions involves  "tonal  puns"  alone. 

Burke  has  used  introspection  into  his  own  motivations 
and  past  experience  in  all  his  books  since  Counter-State- 
ment: in  Permanence  and  Change,  noting  his  "great  resent- 
ment as  a  child  upon  learning  that  lions  were  cats,  whereas 
to  me  they  were  purely  and  simply  the  biggest  dogs";  in 
The  Philosophy  of  Literary  Form,  recalling  that  the  name 
of  a  character  in  an  early  story  he  wrote  underlies  an 
arbitrary  obscene  word  he  made  up  for  a  hypothetical 
illustration;   in   A    Grammar  of  Motives,    exploring   the 
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adolescent  images  a  reading  of  Santayana  called  up  and 
the  probable  line  of  association  behind  his  term  "grandly 
converge."  To  a  certain  extent  this  is  a  critical  trick,  even 
a  cheat,  since  by  admitting  the  most  tenuous  meanings, 
sometimes  of  an  extremely  unattractive  nature,  about  his 
own  writing,  Burke  can  then  go  on  to  find  similar  things 
in  the  work  of  other  writers  with  the  technique  to  some 
extent  justified.  Actually,  of  course,  nothing  is  proved 
(which  Burke  would  be  the  first  to  admit,  since  he  is  try- 
ing to  "suggest"  meanings,  not  "prove"  them),  and  in  the 
long  run  these  introspective  revelations  will  probably  turn 
out  to  be  the  more  valuable  as  insights  into  the  mind  and 
working  methods  of  an  utterly  scrupulous  and  supersubtle 
artist  and  critic  than  they  will  be  as  grounds  for  methodo- 
logical generalization.  In  the  discussion  of  his  own  under- 
lying motivations  Burke  writes: 

Perhaps  we  are  here  making  "admissions"  that  we 
should  make  men  hire  expensive  detectives  to  find  out. 
Our  only  way  of  defense  is  to  say  "tu  quoque."  We 
hold  that,  insofar  as  any  man's  writings  contain  sin- 
cerity of  organization,  being  something  more  than 
mere  disjunct  psittacism,  we  can  disclose  analogous 
processes  at  work.  We'll  even  accept  an  offer  to  dis- 
close them,  if  any  one  cares  to  come  forward  with 
the  proud  claim  that  his  work  is  psittacism  pure  and 
unadulterated.  A  man  can,  on  the  surface,  maintain 
any  insincerity  he  prefers.  But  in  the  depths  of  his 
imagery,  he  cannot  lie.  When  being  sufficiently  en- 
grossed in  a  subject  to  give  it  organized  expression, 
the  poet  or  philosopher  must  embody  his  variants  of 
such  basic  psychological  processes.  He  could  not  do 
otherwise  unless  he  had  a  different  kind  of  body 
from  other  men.  So,  if  any  enlightened  philosopher  or 
critic  cares  to  challenge  us,  contending  that  his  own 
work  is  free  of  puns,  we  are  willing,  for  a  considera- 
tion, to  go  on  a  search  for  "cues." 

So  far  as  I  know,  no  one  has  ever  taken  him  up  on  this 
offer.  In  thus  losing  the  positive  proof  of  demonstration 
on  a  skeptic,  we  probably  get  the  equally  impressive  nega- 
tive proof  of  the  unanswerable  conviction  the  book  carries; 
that  manv  have  scoffed,  but  none  remained  to  pay. 
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3. 
Despite  the  novelty  and  shock-value  of  Burke's  methods, 
the  study  of  literature  as  symbolic  action  has  quite  a 
respectable  ancestry.  Plato's  concern  with  the  ill  effects  of 
poetry  in  The  Republic  is  in  large  part  a  concern  with 
symbolic  action  in  the  audience.  Socrates  says  (Jowett 
translation) :  "If  you  consider,  I  said,  that  when  in  mis- 
fortune we  feel  a  natural  hunger  and  desire  to  relieve 
our  sorrow  by  weeping  and  lamentation,  and  that  this  feel- 
ing which  is  kept  under  control  in  our  own  calamities  is 
satisfied  and  delighted  by  the  poets  .  .  ."  Aristotle,  how- 
ever, is  the  true  father  of  symbolic  action,  as  of  so  many 
things.  In  his  emphasis  on  action,  his  insistence  in  The 
Poetics  (Lane  Cooper  translation)  that  "happiness  and 
misery  are  not  states  of  being,  but  forms  of  activity,"  that 
being  good  is  acting  good,  he  laid  the  groundwork  for  our 
reading  "pity"  and  "terror"  not  as  audience  states  but  as 
audience  symbolic  actions,  responding  to  the  symbolic 
action  in  tragedy.  Coleridge,  whose  own  poems,  partic- 
ularly "The  Ancient  Mariner"  and  "Kubla  Khan,"  are  so 
complete  a  text  of  symbolic  action,  halted  on  the  verge 
of  the  concept,  perhaps  from  a  kind  of  "resistance,"  al- 
though he  had  independently  discovered  its  principal  the- 
oretical basis,  the  concept  of  non-conscious  mental  areas. 
In  his  Lectures  on  Shakespeare  he  notes  that  Shakespeare's 
titles  and  opening  scenes  are  particularly  significant,  as 
Burke  would,  but  decides  that  they  are  significant  in  terms 
of  conscious  artistry. 

In  so  far  as  the  general  assumptions  behind  the  analysis 
of  symbolic  action  in  art  are  basic  psychological  gen- 
eralities, many  of  them  have  been  anticipated  by  shrewd 
students  of  human  nature  in  the  past.  To  mention  a  few 
at  random,  Goethe  noted,  according  to  Eckermann,  that 
the  talents  of  women  seem  to  cease  with  marriage  and 
children,  raising  the  possibility  that  their  works  of  art  are 
some  form  of  what  we  would  now  call  "sublimated"  (or 
symbolic)  sexuality  or  maternal  impulse.  Around  the 
turn  of  the  century  Ferdinand  Brunetiere  insisted  in  his 
essay  on  "The  Philosophy  of  Moliere"  that  Tartufe  "is  an 
act  as  much  as  a  work:  a  work  of  combat,  as  we  would 
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now  say,  and  an  act  of  declared  hostility";  and  Bernard 
Shaw  noted  in  The  Quintessence  of  Ibsenism  that  a  writer's 
use  of  scriptural  quotation  tends  to  signalize  bad  con- 
science at  those  reinforced  points  (and  is  thus  symbolic 
denial  through  overassertion).  Since  Freud,  of  course,  these 
conceptions  have  become  psychoanalytic  commonplaces, 
and  Freud's  writings  are  clearly  the  source  of  the  Burkean 
"symbolic  action." 

In  a  similar  fashion  a  number  of  Burke's  key  concepts 
have  been  anticipated  by  other  writers.  Tolstoy,  for  ex- 
ample, in  What  Is  Art?  clearly  anticipates  the  condition  of 
psychological  dispossession  Burke  describes  under  "aliena- 
tion": "In  regard  to  religion  the  upper  cricles  of  the  Mid- 
dle Ages  found  themselves  in  the  position  educated  Romans 
were  in  before  Christianity  arose,  that  is,  they  no  longer 
believed  in  the  religion  of  the  masses  but  had  no  beliefs  to 
put  in  place  of  the  worn-out  Church  doctrine,  which  for 
them  had  lost  its  meaning";  and  also  the  Burkian  concept 
of  "being  driven  into  a  corner":  "The  Church  doctrine 
is  so  coherent  a  system  that  it  cannot  be  altered  or  cor- 
rected without  destroying  it  altogether."  Irving  Babbitt,  in 
Rousseau  and  Romanticism,  precedes  Burke  in  noting  how 
psychic  alienation  results  in  movements  of  negativism, 
Satanism,  Byronism;  and  in  the  same  book  also  approxi- 
mates the  Burkian  special  sense  of  "communion."  Even 
I.  A.  Richards,  whose  interests  are  so  completely  turned 
on  the  communicative  function  of  language  and  so  little  on 
the  expressive,  at  least  once  pushed  his  own  concept  of 
the  actions  implicit  in  attitudes  to  its  logical  conclusion 
in  symbolic  action.  In  Coleridge  on  Imagination  (under  a 
Burkian  aegis,  that  is)  he  writes: 

The  saner  and  greater  mythologies  are  not  fancies; 
they  are  the  utterance  of  the  whole  soul  of  nlan  and, 
as  such,  inexhaustible  to  meditation.  They  are  no 
amusement  or  diversion  to  be  sought  as  a  relaxation 
and  an  escape  from  the  hard  realities  of  life.  They 
are  these  hard  realities  in  projection,  their  symbolic 
recognition,  coordination  and  acceptance.  Through 
juch  mythologies  our  will  is  collected,  our  powers 
unified,  our  growth  controlled.  Through  them  the 
infinitely  divergent  strayings  of  our  being  are  brought 
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into  "balance  or  reconciliation."  The  "opposite  and 
discordant  qualities"  of  things  in  them  acquire  a 
form;  and  such  integrity  as  we  possess  as  "civilized" 
men  is  our  inheritance  through  them. 

Finally,  D.  H.  Lawrence's  famous  remark:  "One  sheds 
one's  sicknesses  in  books,"  only  expresses  what  many 
artists  throughout  history  have  recognized  as  the  symbolic 
action  in  their  own  work. 

The  men  Burke  is  most  indebted  to,  however,  are  not 
the  forerunners  of  symbolic  action,  with  the  exception  of 
Coleridge,  but  a  group  of  relatively  eccentric  philosophers 
and  philosophic  writers  (very  similar  to  Richards's  group) 
who  tend  to  resemble  him  in  a  curious  fashion.  One  of 
them  is  Jeremy  Bentham.  It  is  hard  to  read  Hazlitt's  ac- 
count of  Bentham  in  The  Spirit  of  the  Age  without  think- 
ing of  Burke  seen  from  an  antagonistic  point  of  view, 
even  to  the  "barbarous  philosophical  jargon"  that  "is  not 
mere  verbiage,  but  has  a  great  deal  of  acuteness  and  mean- 
ing in  it,  which  you  would  be  glad  to  pick  out  if  you 
could."  Like  Richards,  Burke  sees  Bentham  as  the  founder 
of  the  serious  study  of  language,  and  in  Permanence  and 
Change  he  classes  him  with  Darwin  in  having  become 
"thousands  of  selves."  He  has  little  faith  in  Bentham's 
project  for  a  "neutral"  speech  and  metaphor  that  would 
eliminate  "poetry"  and  "rhetoric"  (or  in  the  doctrines  that 
have  succeeded  it  in  semantics),  seeing  the  project  as  essen- 
tially a  vast  castration-symbolism;  as  he  sees  Bentham's 
anti-religious  utilitarianism  as  essentially  a  secularized  reli- 
gious pattern,  a  variant  of  the  Golden  Rule.  At  the  same 
time  he  finds  Bentham's  analysis  of  speech  and  classification 
of  its  types  in  Table  of  the  Springs  of  Action  an  invaluable 
exploration  of  these  matters,  eminently  usable  once  its  bias 
in  favor  of  "neutrality"  is  discarded;  while  in  Bentham's 
utilitarian  analysis  of  "interests"  and  "motives"  constituting 
the  "springs"  of  human  action  lie  the  roots  of  Burke's  life- 
long attempt  to  "place"  motives,  again  with  the  invidious 
connotations  eliminated.  In  Attitudes,  announcing:  "The 
best  of  Bentham,  Marx  and  Veblen  is  high  comedy,"  he 
credits  Bentham  with  having  developed  "debunking"  to 
the  point  where  "epigons"  have  had  to  do  nothing  but  cash 
in  on  his  genius  for  a  century,  and  in  The  Philosophy  of 
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Literary  Form  he  makes  it  clear  that  the  "epigons"  he  is 
talking  about  are  men  Uke  Thurman  Arnold  and  Stuart 
Chase.  In  A  Gramrtiar  of  Motives,  while  using  Bentham 
a  number  of  times,  he  adds  to  his  debunking  of  Bentham's 
debunking  (that  it  is  a  "bachelor's"  castration  symbol)  a 
new  symbolic  explanation  gleefully  picked  up  from  Ben- 
tham himself  (that  it  is  rooted  in  his  childhood,  in  an 
abnormally  intense  fear  of  ghosts,  which  became  the 
"fictions"  in  language  that  he  feared  as  an  adult) . 

Coleridge  is  perhaps  the  man  of  all  the  group  whom 
Burke  most  resembles,  and  one  cannot  read  Coleridge's 
writings,  particularly  the  Biographia,  without  being  struck 
by  the  resemblances:  in  ideas,  methods,  even  eccentricities. 
As  a  study  in  symbolic  action,  Coleridge  and  his  work 
have  fascinated  Burke,  and  the  core  of  the  long  title  essay 
of  The  Philosophy  of  Literary  Form  is  the  analysis  of 
"The  Ancient  Mariner,"  just  as  Coleridge's  high  degree  of 
consciousness  in  the  subtleties  of  sound  makes  him  the 
logical  choice  for  a  text  on  delicate  musicality  in  verse, 
and  his  extreme  linguistic  preoccupation  generally  makes 
him  perhaps  the  most  frequently  quoted  writer  in  Burke's 
books.  Burke  has  classed  Coleridge  "among  the  greatest 
critics  of  world  literature,"  and  he  regards  his  emphasis  as 
directly  opposed  to  Bentham's  debunking,  in  that  it  is 
"tragic"  or  "dignifying,"  treating  material  interests  as  a 
limited  aspect  of  "higher"  interests.  In  "The  Philosophy  of 
Literary  Form"  Burke  mentions  being  at  work  on  a  mono- 
graph entitled  "The  Particular  Strategy  of  Samuel  Taylor 
Coleridge,"  which  has  never  appeared  (it  may  have  turned 
into  his  course  on  Coleridge  during  the  1938  summer 
session  at  the  University  of  Chicago).  He  notes  the  prob- 
lems and  rewards  involved: 

At  present  I  am  attempting  such  a  "symbolic" 
analysis  of  Coleridge's  writings.  His  highly  complex 
mind  makes  the  job  of  charting  difficult.  .  .  . 

However,  there  are  two  advantages  about  the  case 
of  Coleridge  that  make  the  job  worth  trying.  In  the 
first  place,  there  is  the  fact  that  he  left  so  full  a 
record,  and  that  he  employed  the  same  imagery  in 
his  poems,  literary  criticism,  political  and  religious 
tracts,  letters,  lectures,  and  introspective  jottings.  Thus 
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we  have  objective  bridges  for  getting  from  one  area  to 
another;  these  images  "pontificate"  among  his  various 
interests,  and  so  provide  us  with  a  maximum  oppor- 
tunity to  work  out  a  psychology  by  objective  citation, 
by  "scissor  work.".  .  . 

The  second  advantage  in  the  case  of  Coleridge  is 
that,  along  with  his  highly  complex  mind  (perhaps 
one  of  the  most  complex  that  has  left  us  a  full  record) 
you  have  an  easily  observable  simplification.  I  refer 
to  the  burden  of  his  drug  addiction.  .  .  . 

Coleridge  is  not  only  Burke's  favorite  subject;  he  is  a 
kind  of  banner  for  him.  Thus  in  his  essay  on  "Surrealism" 
he  puts  Coleridge  forward  as  the  father  of  surrealism  and 
the  writer  of  "the  great  Surrealist  masterpiece"  ("Kubla 
Khan"),  and  then  proposes  Coleridge's  distinction  between 
"imagination"  and  "fancy"  as  basic  to  an  analysis  of  the 
movement.  In  the  New  Republic  review  mentioned  above 
he  insists  that  the  current  Kierkegaard-Kafka  fad  should 
properly  be  a  Coleridge  fad.  In  "The  Problem  of  the 
Intrinsic"  he  takes  up  the  charge  made  by  the  neo- 
Aristotelian  critics  that  their  opponents  are  too  "Cole- 
ridgean,"  Platonic,  or  deductive  about  poetry,  converts  it 
into  a  banner,  and  shows  that  precisely  at  the  point  where 
the  neo-Aristotelians  are  making  the  most  critical  sense 
and  producing  the  most  valuable  readings,  they  are  being 
most  "Coleridgean." 

A  third  thinker  on  whom  Burke  has  based  a  good  deal 
of  his  work  is  Thorstein  Veblen,  the  only  American  of  the 
three,  and  consequently  the  only  one  he  does  not  share 
as  a  source  with  Richards.  The  Veblen  influence,  how- 
ever, seems  to  be  more  or  less  wearing  off.  In  Permanence 
and  Change  Burke  relies  heavily  on  Veblen's  concept  of 
"trained  incapacity,"  taking  it  as  a  basic  "perspective  by 
incongruity"  or  metaphor,  and  extending  its  reference  until 
it  becomes  a  major  social,  psychological  and  literary  phe- 
nomenon somewhat  similar  to  what  the  gestaltists  speak 
of  as  a  "bad  Gestalt.''  Unlike  almost  everyone  else  but  the 
economists,  Burke  does  not  find  The  Theory  of  the  Leisure 
Class  Veblen's  "greatest  contribution  to  our  thinking,"  but 
The  Theory  of  Business  Enterprise,  seeing  it  as  our  finest 
analysis  of  the  "metaphysics"  of  capitalism.  Permanence 
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and  Change  also  makes  a  good  deal  of  some  of  Veblen's 
other  ideas,  particularly  his  device  for  avoiding  the  Manich- 
ean  dualism  implicit  in  his  view  of  institutions,  by  pos- 
tulating opposed  "instincts,"  predatory  and  altruistic.  In 
Attitudes  toward  History  Burke  does  little  with  Veblen, 
except  to  note  that  at  his  best,  like  Bentham  and  Marx, 
he  is  "high  comedy";  and  to  develop  Veblen's  "planned 
incapacity"  into  his  own  term  "planned  incongruity."  In 
The  Philosophy  of  Literary  Form,  although  Veblen  is 
quoted  frequently,  it  is  almost  always  as  a  social  thinker; 
not,  as  he  was  originally  for  Burke,  a  metaphoric  critic 
of  our  whole  culture.  In  A  Grammar  of  Motives  he  is  not 
referred  to  at  all  (although  it  can  be  presumed  that  both 
later  volumes  will  have  places  for  him). 

Less  heavily  Burke  has  drawn  on  a  number  of  other 
philosophers  and  philosophic  thinkers,  among  them  two — 
John  Stuart  Mill  and  C.  S.  Peirce — who  also  resemble 
him  somewhat  (Blackmur  has  pointed  out  the  latter 
resemblance,  meaning  for  "the  buoyancy  and  sheer  remark- 
ableness  of  his  speculations,"  not,  one  hopes,  for  his 
terminology).  Burke  is  one  of  the  few  contemporary 
critics  who  have  made  use  of  A.  O.  Love  joy's  Great  Chain 
of  Being;  and  among  more  traditional  philosophers,  he  has 
regularly  utilized  James,  Dewey,  Bergson,  and  a  number 
of  other  moderns  (before  the  Grammar,  in  which,  of 
course,  he  surveyed  the  bulk  of  philosophy).  The  general 
pattern  of  Burke's  philosophic  indebtedness,  however,  is 
rarely  more  than  the  adoption  of  a  basic  concept  or  two, 
combined  with  widespread  "discounting"  or  outright  attack, 
and  until  the  emergence  of  Aristotle  as  his  major  influence 
in  the  latest  book,  no  philosopher  was  ever  recognizably 
his  master. 

Burke's  effect  on  contemporary  criticism  is,  at  least  in 
America,  fully  as  pervasive  as  that  of  Richards.  In  addition 
to  R.  P.  Blackmur  (whose  relationship  to  him  has  been 
noted  above)  the  men  whose  work  is  most  closely  related 
to  his  in  this  country  are  Malcolm  Cowley,  Francis  Fergus- 
son,  and  Harry  Slochower.  Cowley  has  not  so  far  pub- 
lished a  volume  of  criticism,  but  his  forthcoming  book  on 
American  literature,  from  fragments  that  have  appeared  in 
periodicals,  seems  to  be  a  major  piece  of  work.  In  maga- 
zine pieces  over  the  past  two  decades  he  has  utilized  many 
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of  Burke's  concepts,  terms,  and  insights,  turning  them  to 
his  own  uses,  popularizing  them  somewhat,  and  applying 
them  to  writers  untapped  by  Burke.  His  introductory 
studies  of  Hemingway  and  Faulkner  for  the  Viking  Portable 
Library,  in  particular,  are  first-rate  studies  in  symbolic 
action,  and  almost  the  first  serious  examination  either 
writer  has  received. 

Like  Cowley,  Francis  Fergusson  is  now  engaged  in 
writing  his  first  book  of  criticism  after  many  years  of 
periodical  writing.  Unlike  Cowley,  he  has  been  affected  by 
Burke  only  recently,  and  then  more  or  less  on  his  own 
terms.  The  title  "drama  critic"  has  been  badly  debased  until 
it  now  means  a  semi-literate  reviewer  of  plays  for  a  news- 
paper, but  for  two  decades  Fergusson  has  been  a  drama 
critic  in  the  proper  sense,  a  critic  of  both  dramatic  litera- 
ture and  performance,  and  probably  the  best  in  America. 
His  criticism  has  three  principal  strands.  The  first  is  a 
sharp  aesthetic  morality,  a  concept  of  art  as  disinterested, 
digested,  measured,  disciplined,  and  final,  derived  in  part 
from  the  modern  classicist,  neo-humanist,  and  traditionalist 
critics — Maritain,  Benda,  Fernandez,  Babbitt,  Eliot — and 
in  part  from  the  classics  and  writers  like  Dante,  with 
which  concept  he  has  relentlessly  punctured  the  windy 
and  immature,  from  Eugene  O'Neill  to  Selden  Rodman. 
(This  has  not  kept  him,  incidentally,  although  he  is  gen- 
erally scornful  of  the  moderns  as  "spirit-maiming"  or 
"demoralizing,"  from  valuing  highly  some  very  unclassical 
writers  like  D.  H.  Lawrence.)  At  the  same  time  he  has 
applied  the  comparative  technical  standard  of  the  rounded 
and  complete  Greek  ritual  drama,  as  interpreted  by  Aris- 
totle and  best  exemplified  by  Sophocles'  (Edipus  the  King, 
to  the  study  of  the  serious  modern  drama,  from  Ibsen  and 
Chekhov  to  Lorca  and  Cocteau. 

The  third  strand  is  his  use  of  dramatism  and  the  pattern 
of  the  Sophoclean  ritual  drama  as  a  way  of  reading  non- 
dramatic  literature;  which  he  stated  in  Hound  &  Horn,  as 
early  as  July-September  1933,  in  a  review  of  Boleslavsky's 
Acting:  the  First  Six  Lessons,  when  he  proposed  the  method 
as  a  way  of  reading  lyric  poetry;  and  illustrated  in  the 
Hound  &  Horn  James  number  the  next  year  with  a  reading 
of  "The  Drama  in  The  Golden  Bowl"  It  is  this  third  strand 
which  has  principally  served  to  unite  Fergusson  and  Burke, 
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and  as  Burke's  method  developed  into  "dramatism"  and 
the  "pentad,"  Fergusson  took  advantage  of  many  of  its 
conceptual  formulations,  particularly  its  ''poiema-pathema- 
mathema''  formulation,  which  he  converted  into  "purpose- 
passion-perception,"  the  three  essential  stages  of  the  ritual 
drama,  and  made  the  cornerstone  of  his  own  work.  Fergus- 
son's  review  of  Burke's  Grammar,  the  ablest  one  to  appear, 
announced  in  terms  of  high  praise  their  wide  area  of 
agreement  as  well  as  their  limited  areas  of  disagreement 
(chiefly  his  objection  to  Burke's  "rationalistic"  slighting 
of  medieval  realism  and  "abstractionist"  retreat  from  the 
earlier  concrete  "ritual  drama  as  hub"). 

The  man  whose  books  make  the  most  explicit  use  of 
Burke  is  Harry  Slochower.  Slochower's  combination  of 
Marx,  Freud,  and  Gestalt  is  similar  to  Burke's  socio- 
psychological  integration,  although  Slochower  draws  much 
more  heavily  on  Marxism  and  on  a  German  philosophic 
tradition.  Some  time  before  the  publication  of  his  first 
book  in  English,  Three  Ways  of  Modern  Man  in  1937  (I 
have  not  read  his  first  book,  Richard  Dehmel,  written  in 
German),  Slochower  discovered  Burke's  terminology,  and 
found  it,  as  did  Cowley,  Fergusson,  and  others,  an  efficient 
and  consistent  critical  frame  for  expressing  his  own  ideas. 
The  book  appeared  with  an  appreciative  Foreword  by 
Burke,  and  displays  a  number  of  Burkian  terms,  concepts, 
insights,  direct  quotes,  and  even  Burke's  characteristic 
quotation  marks.  At  the  same  time  its  central  emphasis, 
on  novels  as  expressing  formal  philosophic  "ideologies" 
(Slochower's  three  bins  are  Feudal  Socialism,  Bourgeois 
Liberalism,  and  Socialist  Humanism,  but  in  the  course  of 
the  work  they  get  phrased  as  Monist,  Dualist,  Dialectic, 
even  Father,  Son,  Holy  Ghost),  is  very  unlike  Burke's 
personalist  "symbolic  action"  emphasis.  Slochower's  second 
book,  Thomas  Mann's  Joseph  Story  (1938)  is  more  like 
Burke's  own  work,  the  lengthy  analysis  of  a  single  com- 
plex work  of  art  in  a  number  of  levels,  translated  into  a 
number  of  vocabularies,  but  again  with  Slochower's  dis- 
tinctive collective-ideology  emphasis.  His  third  and  most 
ambitious  book.  No  Voice  is  Wholly  Lost  .  .  .  (1945)  is 
an  attempt  to  survey  almost  the  whole  mass  of  contem- 
porary literature  instead  of  exploring  a  few  texts  in  detail. 

One  of  the  oddest  and  most  amusing  appUcations  Burke 
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has  had  was  by  Yvor  Winters,  surely  the  last  convert  any- 
one would  have  predicted.  Winters's  first  book,  Primitivism 
and  Decadence,  appeared  in  1937  with  the  introductory 
Note,  in  his  characteristic  churlish  tone: 

I  have  wherever  possible  employed  the  terminology 
of  Kenneth  Burke,  and  have  acknowledged  it,  in  order 
to  avoid  the  unnecessary  multiplication  of  terms;  my 
own  analysis  of  rhetorical  devices  began,  however, 
about  as  early  as  his  own,  and  was  dropped  for  a 
time  while  his  continued,  because  it  did  not  seem 
especially  fruitful.  My  own  analysis  was  resumed 
when  I  discovered  the  key  to  the  ethical  significance 
of  rhetoric  and  the  possibility  of  creating  an  aesthetic 
on  such  an  analysis;  my  quarrel  with  Mr.  Burke, 
which  will  appear  fully  in  this  volume,  is  precisely 
that  he  has  failed  to  do  this. 

Winters  went  on  in  the  book  to  make  desultory  use  of  a 
number  of  Burke's  terms  from  Counter-Statement,  partic- 
ularly one  that  seems  to  have  charmed  him:  "qualitative 
progression,"  for  a  type  of  poetic  structure;  but  the  at- 
tempt to  use  a  set  of  terms  while  quarreling  violently 
with  the  ideas  for  which  they  are  shorthand  formulas  was 
obviously  foredoomed,  and  after  the  first  book  Winters 
gave  it  up  and  created  an  ethically  weighted  vocabulary 
of  his  own. 

In  crediting  Burke  while  quarreling  with  him,  Winters 
was  being  more  generous  than  a  number  of  other  critics, 
Edmund  Wilson  and  Philip  Rahv  among  them,  who  have 
repeatedly  drawn  on  Burke's  concepts  and  insights  with- 
out credit.  (One  of  the  Rahv  cases  is  particularly  amusing, 
in  that  it  appeared  in  a  review  in  the  December  1937 
issue  of  Partisan  Review,  on  the  page  following  the  only 
formal  notice  the  magazine  has  ever  taken  of  Burke's 
work,  Sidney  Hook's  venomous  attack.)  Several  young 
poets  and  critics  in  England,  among  them  Francis  Scarfe 
and  Christopher  Hill,  are  either  familiar  with  Burke's  work 
or  have  independently  worked  out  many  of  his  symbolic- 
action  concepts.  In  America  almost  every  critic  has  been 
influenced  by  him.  Ransom,  Tate,  Brooks,  and  Warren 
have  all  drawn  on  Burke  somewhat  and  praised  him 
highly,  while  generally  disagreeing  with  him;  and  Burke 
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has  in  turn  drawn  on  their  insights,  praised  them,  and,  in 
the  case  of  Ransom  in  particular,  engaged  in  elaborate 
and  endless  literary  polemic  with  him.  Warren's  study  of 
"The  Ancient  Mariner"  uses  a  good  deal  of  Burke's  work 
on  the  poem  as  well  as  the  general  structure  of  his  method, 
while  quarreling  strongly  with  his  "personal"  emphasis  on 
Coleridge's  drug-addiction  and  marital  troubles.  (Burke's 
review  of  the  book,  in  Poetry,  April  1947,  replies  in  kind, 
praising  Warren's  reading  as  having  "exceptional  merit" 
and  then  going  on  to  oppose  its  central  contention  with 
Burke's  own  detailed  reading,  even  more  explicitly  "per- 
sonal" than  before  in  its  emphasis,  and  sweeping  over  the 
whole  body  of  Coleridge's  other  writings  for  correlations.) 

Randall  Jarrell  has  written  at  least  one  first-rate  Burkian 
analysis,  "Changes  of  Attitude  and  Rhetoric  in  Auden's 
Poetry,"  in  the  Southern  Review,  Autumn  1941,  announc- 
ing in  the  opening  paragraph:  "I  have  borrowed  several 
terms  from  an  extremely  good  book — Kenneth  Burke's 
Attitudes  toward  History — and  I  should  like  to  make  ac- 
knowledgements for  them,"  and  then  going  on  to  apply 
the  terms  brilliantly  in  exploring  Auden's  symbolic  and 
rhetorical  action.  Delmore  Schwartz  and  a  number  of 
other  young  poets  have  utilized  Burke  in  their  criticism, 
and  Muriel  Rukeyser  has  used  his  concepts  in  her  poetry, 
acknowledging  material  from  Attitudes  in  A  Turning 
Wind.  Herbert  MuUer  relies  even  more  heavily  on  Burke's 
concepts  and  insights  in  his  Modern  Fiction  and  Science 
and  Criticism  than  he  does  on  those  of  Richards,  and 
identifies  Burke  as  "perhaps  the  most  acute  critic  in  Amer- 
ica today."  Some  idea  of  the  spread  of  Burke's  influence 
in  America  can  be  had  from  noting  the  wide  variety  of 
critics  who  have  at  one  time  or  another  acknowledged 
some  degree  of  indebtedness  to  him.  In  addition  to  the 
ones  discussed  above,  the  list  would  include:  Philip  Wheel- 
wright, Newton  Arvin,  Arthur  Mizener,  David  Daiches, 
John  L.  Sweeney,  Joseph  Warren  Beach,  Ralph  Ellison, 
Morton  Dauwen  Zabel,  and  innumerable  others. 

The  criticism  Burke's  work  has  received  makes  almost 
as  melancholy  a  record  as  that  of  Richards's,  and  like 
Richards  he  has  been  most  enthusiastically  attacked  by 
some  of  the  men  he  has  influenced  most  profoundly.  At 
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the  low  end  of  the  scale,  of  course,  he  has  received  the 
honor  reserved  for  only  the  best  contemporary  critics, 
attack  by  Henri  Peyre,  Alfred  Kazin,  J.  Donald  Adams, 
and  company.  The  bitterest  of  all  these  was  the  above- 
mentioned  review  by  Sidney  Hook  in  Partisan  Review, 
which  dismissed  him  as  an  apologist  for  Stalin  and  a  "weak 
man  of  minor  talent."  (Burke's  reply,  in  the  January  1938 
issue,  confined  itself  chiefly  to  quoting  the  section  of  his 
book  Hook  had  distorted,  and  Hook's  counter-reply  in  the 
same  issue,  which  continued  to  misconstrue  Burke's  term 
"bureaucratization"  as  pejorative,  made  it  clear  that  the 
distortion  was  fundamental.)  At  the  other  end  of  the  scale 
Burke  has  received  a  number  of  sympathetic  studies:  by 
Gorham  B.  Munson  in  Destinations,  a  series  of  studies  of 
prominent  writers  of  the  twenties  (1928);  by  Austin  War- 
ren in  the  Sewanee  Review  (Spring  and  Summer  1933); 
by  Henry  Bamford  Parkes  in  The  Pragmatic  Test,  which 
treats  him  as  a  major  modern  thinker  along  with  men  like 
James,  Dewey,  Nietzsche,  Bergson,  and  Eliot;  and  by 
Howard  Nemerov  in  "The  Agon  of  Will  as  Idea:  a  note 
on  the  terms  of  Kenneth  Burke,"  in  Furioso  (Spring 
1947),  which,  recognizing  "the  impertinence  of  trying  to 
compass  into  this  brief  note  the  vast  complexities  and 
ironies  of  Burke's  writing,"  instead  ingeniously  added 
some  of  Nemerov's  own  to  them.  Somewhere  between 
these  two  extremes  no  reviewer  has  ever  quite  succeeded 
in  coping  with  more  than  one  aspect  of  a  Burke  book, 
depending  on  whether  the  reviewer  (according  to  the 
whims  of  editors)  was  a  semanticist  or  a  linguist,  a  social 
psychologist,  a  philosopher,  a  critic,  a  sociologist,  or  a 
plain  bewildered  reviewer. 


4. 
The  reason  reviewers  and  editors  have  had  such  trouble 
fastening  on  Burke's  field  is  that  he  has  no  field,  unless 
it  be  Burkology.  In  recent  years  it  has  become  fashionable 
to  say  that  he  is  not  actually  a  literary  critic,  but  a  seman- 
ticist, social  psychologist,  or  philosopher.  A  much  more 
accurate  statement  would  be  that  he  is  not  only  a  literary 
critic,  but  a  literary  critic  plus  those  things  and  others. 
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In  his  article  "The  Tactics  of  Motivation"  Burke  suggests 
the  general  problem  of  synthesis  on  a  higher  level  than 
any  single  field  could  handle.  He  writes: 

But  if  one  offered  a  synthesis  of  the  fields  covered 
by  the  various  disciplines,  which  of  the  disciplines 
could  possibly  be  competent  to  evaluate  it?  Where 
each  specialty  gets  its  worth  precisely  by  moving  to- 
wards diversity,  how  could  any  specialty  possibly  deal 
with  a  project  that  offered  a  unification  among  the 
diversities?  Or,  otherwise  put:  if  one  were  to  write 
on  the  interrelatedness  among  ten  specialties,  one 
would  be  discussing  something  that  lay  outside  the 
jurisdiction  of  them  all. 

The  lifelong  aim  of  Burke's  criticism  has  been  precisely 
this  synthesis,  the  unification  of  every  discipline  and  body 
of  knowledge  that  could  throw  light  on  literature  into  one 
consistent  critical  frame.  Opposing  every  pious  or  conven- 
tional view  that  would  exclude  one  critical  tool  or  another 
as  "improper,"  Burke  has  insisted:  "The  main  ideal  of 
criticism,  as  I  conceive  it,  is  to  use  all  that  is  there  to  use." 
In  another  place,  defending  the  use  of  biographical  in- 
formation on  a  poet,  he  writes:  "we  should  use  whatever 
knowledge  is  available,"  and  explains: 

I  grant  that  such  speculations  interfere  with  the 
symmetry  of  criticism  as  a  game.  (Criticism  as  a 
game  is  best  to  watch,  I  guess,  when  one  confines 
himself  to  the  single  unit,  and  reports  on  its  move- 
ments like  a  radio  commentator  broadcasting  the 
blow-by-blow  description  of  a  prizefight.)  But  linguis- 
tic analysis  has  opened  up  new  possibilities  in  the  cor- 
relating of  producer  and  product — and  these  concerns 
have  such  important  bearing  upon  matters  of  culture 
and  conduct  in  general  that  no  sheer  conventions  or 
ideals  of  criticism  should  be  allowed  to  interfere  with 
their  development. 

What  modern  criticism  seems  to  resemble  most  is  pre- 
Baconian  science,  as  described  by  Taine  in  his  History  of 
English  Literature: 

So  long  as  it  [science]  limited  its  effort  to  the  satis- 
fying an  idle  curiosity,  opening  out  speculative  vistas, 


and  the  Criticism  of  Symbolic  Action  361 

establishing  a  sort  of  opera  in  speculative  minds,  it 
could  launch  out  any  moment  into  metaphysical  ab- 
stractions and  distinctions:  it  was  enough  for  it  to 
skim  over  experience;  it  soon  quitted  it,  and  came  all 
at  once  upon  great  words,  quiddities,  the  principle  of 
individuation,  final  causes.  Half  proofs  sufficed  sci- 
ence; at  bottom  it  did  not  care  to  establish  a  truth, 
but  to  get  an  opinion.  .  .  . 

Like  Bacon,  Burke  has  set  out  to  do  no  less  than  to  inte- 
grate all  man's  knowledge  into  one  workable  critical  frame. 
In  the  course  of  that,  he  has  set  out  to  turn  psychology 
on  literature,  has  discovered  that  he  would  first  have  to 
synthesize  one  consistent  psychology  from  the  warring 
schools,  has  done  it;  then  discovered  the  same  need  to 
integrate  sociologies;  then  work  both  together  as  a  social 
psychology;  then  add  linguistics  and  semantics  to  the  for- 
mula; still  later  add  philosophies  and  theologies;  finally, 
to  turn  the  whole  tremendous  mass  on  a  poem.  His  aim, 
as  stated  in  the  conclusion  to  Permanence  and  Change, 
has  been  "to  show  an  integral  relationship  existing  among 
a  great  variety  of  cultural  manifestations  which  are  often 
considered  in  isolation."  The  showiest  part  of  Burke's  work 
has  been  in  the  vitally  necessary  task  of  integrating  Marx 
and  Freud,  or  what  he  calls  "economics"  (I  would  prefer 
"sociology")  and  psychology.  Thus  he  offers  "a  theory  of 
the  psychological  processes  that  go  with  the  economic 
ones,"  or  proposes  to  unite  Marx  and  Freud  on  the  basic 
concept  of  "the  symbols  of  authority,"  or  treats  Machia- 
velli,  Hobbes,  Voltaire,  Bentham,  Marx,  and  Veblen  as 
"great  formulators  of  economic  psychoanalysis." 

Burke  has  drawn  heavily  on  Marxism  in  all  his  books 
while  at  the  same  time  criticizing  its  mechanical  simplifi- 
cations in  Counter-Statement,  noting  its  covert  "god- 
function"  in  Attitudes,  and  so  forth;  and  all  his  analyses 
tend  to  have  a  sociological  dimension,  although  they  are 
rarely  only  that  (one  or  two  of  the  shorter  articles  in  The 
Philosophy  of  Literary  Form  are  exceptions).  At  the  same 
time  Marx  himself  is  one  of  Burke's  heroes,  a  great  "dra- 
matist" or  "impresario"  in  "Twelve  Propositions";  the 
great  poet  and  rhetorician  who  made  The  Communist 
Manifesto  "a  masterpiece"  in  A   Grammar  of  Motives. 
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Burke  has  also  drawn  enthusiastically  on  a  wide  variety 
of  other  social  views,  from  the  historical  tragic  opera  of 
Spengler  to  the  philosophic  social  psychology  of  George 
Herbert  Mead. 

Similarly,  his  psychology  is  integrative  and  mediative, 
what  Richards  would  call  "centrist"  and  which  Burke  has 
distinguished  as  "a  phenomenological  science  of  psychol- 
ogy, rather  than  the  tenuousness  of  the  purely  introspective 
or  the  impoverishment  of  the  purely  behavioristic."  Its 
chief  source  is  psychoanalysis,  from  which  the  basic  con- 
cept of  symbolic  action  is  derived,  although  a  psycho- 
analysis socialized  somewhat  along  the  lines  of  the  re- 
visionist Freudians,  since  "the  coordinates  of  individual 
psychology  invariably  place  a  wrong  emphasis  upon  sym- 
bolic acts."  Burke  has  used  a  tremendous  amount  of 
Freudian  theory  and  terminology  in  his  work  since 
Counter-Statement,  which  canonized  as  permanent  parts 
of  a  critical  vocabulary  concepts  like  "compensation," 
"transference,"  and  "adjustment."  He  has  written  two 
lengthy  evaluations  of  psychoanalysis,  one  in  Permanence 
and  Change  under  "Secular  Conversions,"  and  one,  "Freud 
— and  the  Analysis  of  Poetry,"  in  The  Philosophy  of  Lit- 
erary Form,  reprinted  from  the  American  Journal  of  So- 
ciology. The  first  attempts  to  "place"  psychoanalytic  ther- 
apy as  a  type  of  "conversion  downward  by  misnomer," 
the  second  is  a  specifically  literary  application,  attempting 
to  suggest  "how  far  the  literary  critic  should  go  along 
with  Freud  and  what  extra-Freudian  material  he  would 
have  to  add."  Burke  concludes  that  dream  mechanisms 
like  "condensation"  and  "displacement"  are  the  basic 
mechanisms  of  poetry,  key  terms  in  poetic  analysis,  and 
that  psychoanalysis  is  an  approach  of  great  value  and 
subtlety  to  "poem  as  dream."  Beyond  that, 

I  should  say  that,  for  the  explicit  purposes  of  literary 
criticism,  we  should  require  more  emphasis  than  the 
Freudian  structure  gives  ( 1 )  to  the  proportional  strat- 
egy as  against  the  essentializing  one,  (2)  to  matriar- 
chal symbolizations  as  against  the  Freudian  patriar- 
chal bias,  (3)  to  poem  as  prayer  and  chart,  as  against 
simply  the  poem  as  dream. 


and  the  Criticism  of  Symbolic  Action  363 

Burke's  discussions  of  psychoanalysis  deal  not  only  with 
the  theories  of  Freud,  but  also  with  those  of  the  chief 
dissenters:  Jung,  Adler,  McDougall,  Rivers,  Stekel,  and 
Rank  (he  quarrels  particularly  with  the  last  two,  preferring 
Freud's  free-association  dream  readings  before  Stekel's 
arbitrary  "dream  book"  symbology  was  imposed  on  it,  and 
rejecting  Rank's  oversimple  application  of  the  concept  of 
the  "death  wish"  to  art  in  favor  of  a  fuller  "death-and- 
rebirth"  concept).  At  the  same  time  he  sees  Freud  as  he 
sees  Marx,  a  titanic  figure,  a  great  tragic  poet  who  "de- 
serves the  eternal  respect  of  mankind  because  of  the  pro- 
found imaginativeness  and  methodical  skill"  by  which  he 
brought  us  face  to  face  with  the  chthonic  and  the  "cloacal" 
underlying  apparently  transcendent  concerns. 

Next  to  psychoanalysis  Burke's  greatest  psychological 
indebtedness  has  been  to  the  gestaltists,  although  he  tends 
to  see  their  work  as  a  more  usable  extension  of  the  experi- 
mentation of  behaviorists  like  Watson  and  Pavlov  rather 
than  as  a  sharp  break  with  the  behavioral  tradition;  and 
it  is  in  keeping  with  this  that  he  seems  to  be  more  fa- 
miliar with  the  laboratory  work  of  men  like  Kohler  and 
Koffka  than  with  the  theoretical  work  of  Wertheimer. 
vSome  of  Burke's  most  effective  exercises  in  psychological 
integration  have  been  translating  back  and  forth  among 
behavioral,  Gestalt,  and  Freudian  vocabularies  to  establish 
their  essential  agreement  at  key  points.  As  much  as  it  can 
be  identified,  Burke's  own  psychology  seems  to  be  a 
Gestalt  framework  with  extensive  Freudian  additions.  At 
the  same  time  he  has  drawn  on  almost  every  other  psy- 
chology, and  has  made  particular  use  of  Jaensch's  Eidetic 
Imagery,  Kretschmer's  Physique  and  Character,  and  the 
laboratory  work  of  Sherrington  with  animals  and  Piaget 
with  children.  From  the  frequency  with  which  he  has 
quoted  it,  Piaget's  study  Language  and  Thought  of  the 
Child  seems  to  be  particularly  important  to  him  (this  con- 
jecture is  borne  out  in  his  review  in  the  New  Republic 
of  Mrs.  Colum's  From  These  Roots,  where  he  reproaches 
her  specifically  with  ignoring  Gestalt,  Bentham  and  his 
successors,  Piaget,  and  critics  like  Richards  and  Empson 
— a  distinguished  assortment.) 

Burke  has  been  much  more  critical  of  the  theoreticians 
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of  language,  although  here  too  he  has  found  it  possible  to 
integrate  a  number  of  disparate  schools.  The  theory  he 
has  accepted  most  uncritically  is  the  gesture-origin  theory 
of  speech  of  Sir  Richard  Paget,  which  he  transforms  into 
a  gesture-essence  theory.^  Burke  first  used  it  in  Attitudes 
toward  History,  exploring  some  significant  consonant- 
sounds  in  writings,  including  his  own,  with  the  reservation 
that  "most  of  our  vocabulary  has  come  from  the  accre- 
tions of  social  layers  that  carry  us  far  from  biological 
mimetics."  Under  attack  by  Margaret  Schlauch  and  other 
philologists  for  holding  a  theory  that  is  essentially  that  of 
the  Platonic  archetypes  and  in  any  case  doesn't  seem  to 
fit  the  evidence,  Burke  defended  Paget's  theory  in  "The 
Philosophy  of  Literary  Form"  as  not  philology  but  "poet- 
ics," philology  being  the  field  studying  ''the  ways  in  which, 
if  Paget's  theory  were  100  per  cent  correct,  such  linguistic 
mimesis  as  he  is  discussing  would  become  abscured  by 
historical  accretions^  This  is  ingenious,  and  it  may  very 
well  be  true,  but  unfortunately  Burke  has  himself  dis- 
credited precisely  this  sort  of  escape-clause  argument  in 
Counter-Statement: 

Let  us  further  note  the  "heads  I  win,  tails  you  lose" 
mechanism  which  the  psychoanalysts  have  at  their 
disposal.  Having  defined  the  nature  of  a  man's  psy- 
chosis, they  can  fit  any  act  into  the  scheme.  For  if 
the  act  follows  the  same  pattern  as  the  psychosis,  they 
can  explain  it  as  consistent — but  if  it  does  not  follow 
this  pattern,  they  can  account  for  it  as  "sublimated" 
or  "compensatory."  With  such  vaticinium  post  even- 
tum   (such  explanation  by  epicycles)    at  their  com- 

^  This  translation  of  theories  about  "origin"  into  theories  about  "es- 
sence" has  become  one  of  the  major  tactics  in  Burke's  recent  work. 
In  "Ideology  and  Myth"  in  Accent,  Summer  1947,  he  points  out  that 
the  primitive,  having  no  way  to  express  concepts  of  "substance,"  "es- 
sence," or  logical  priority  in  general,  expresses  them  in  terms  of  tem- 
poral priority,  as  myths  of  "origin."  For  a  number  of  years,  apparently, 
Burke  has  been  treating  aspects  of  nineteenth-century  evolutionary 
thinking  like  Paget's  theory  of  the  origins  of  speech  in  gesture,  Freud's 
theory  of  the  origin  of  the  CEdipus  complex  in  the  slaying  of  the 
primal  father,  the  Cambridge  theory  of  the  ritual  origin  of  drama,  as 
higher  types  of  this  primitive  myth-making,  and  translating  them  back 
into  statements  about  the  gesture-nature  of  speech,  the  ritual-nature 
of  drama,  etc.  The  process  is  discussed  at  some  length  under  "The 
TemDorizing  ot  Essence"  in  the  Grammar,  pp.   330-40. 
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mand,  there  is  no  reason  why  they  should  ever  be  at 
a  loss  for  explanations  in  keeping  with  their  tenets. 

Modem  semantics  has  had  short  shrift  from  Burke.  His 
long  essay  "Semantic  and  Poetic  Meaning"  in  The  Phi- 
losophy of  Literary  Form  is  an  eloquent  exploration  of  the 
barrenness  of  the  semantic  ideal  of  a  "neutral"  vocabu- 
lary. His  own  ideal,  like  theirs,  is  the  "purification  of  war," 
but  he  would  achieve  it,  not  through  a  wild-goose  chase 
after  "terms  that  avoid  ambiguity,"  but  by  seeking  "terms 
that  clearly  reveal  the  strategic  spots  at  which  ambiguities 
necessarily  arise."  Where  the  semantic  ideal  would  "elimi- 
nate," Burke  would  "rechannelize,"  and  the  most  eloquent 
sentence  in  A  Grammar  of  Motives  (which  was  written 
all  through  the  war  years)  is  the  statement: 

And  so  human  thought  may  be  directed  towards 
"the  purification  of  war,"  not  perhaps  in  the  hope 
that  war  can  be  eliminated  from  any  organism  that, 
like  man,  has  the  motives  of  combat  in  his  very 
essence,  but  in  the  sense  that  war  can  be  refined  to 
the  point  where  it  would  be  much  more  peaceful 
than  the  conditions  we  would  now  call  peace. 

Nevertheless,  while  quarreling  somewhat  with  Korzybski 
and  his  followers  (for  nominalism,  a  "reductive"  frame, 
falling  into  their  own  "two-valued  orientation"  pit,  and  so 
on)  and  Carnap  and  Morris  (for  their  barren  positivist 
ideal),  Burke  manages  to  use  a  number  of  concepts  and 
insights  from  both  semantic  schools;  as  distinguished  from 
Ogden  and  Richards,  whom  he  uses  pretty  much  without 
attack,  and  such  popularizers  as  Thurman  Arnold  and 
Stuart  Chase,  whom  he  attacks  without  using  (although 
he  has  credited  Arnold  with  one  "serviceable"  insight,  the 
distinction  between  "political  government"  and  "business 
government"). 

Into  his  integration  of  sociologies,  psychologies,  linguis- 
tics, semantics,  and  some  physical  and  biological  science, 
Burke  has  recently  added  philosophies  and  theologies. 
Characteristically,  his  imagery  in  A  Grammar  of  Motives 
is  of  "bargaining  with"  the  philosophers,  as  where  he 
writes:  "It  is  an  important  spot  to  haggle  over,  however, 
if  you  are  going  to  haggle  at  all.  For  once  you  let  this 
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point  go  by  unquestioned,  you  give  Kant  some  important 
advantages."  Burke  must  have  lost  his  shirt  in  the  deal, 
because  his  integrative  frame  now  draws  heavily  on 
Aquinas,  Augustine,  and  great  numbers  of  the  saints;  phi- 
losophers from  Plato  and  Aristotle  to  Nietzsche,  Bergson, 
and  Santayana;  and  he  himself  has  a  philosophy  or  meta- 
physic,  of  "substance,"  which  is  chiefly  defined  in  terms 
of  the  positivism  it  opposes.  Burke  even  has  a  curious 
kind  of  theology,  not  of  "gods"  but  of  "god-terms,"  since 
"gods"  are  only  "names  for  motives  or  combinations  of 
motives"  common  to  a  group,  and  every  man  has  the 
right  to  worship  God  "in  his  own  metaphor."  Burke's  gods 
are  metaphors,  terms,  or  even  words  (it  is  amusing  and 
typical  that  his  reference  to  "the  good  book"  should  be  to 
the  dictionary).  In  "The  Tactics  of  Motivation,"  he  speaks 
of  animals  transcending  the  animal  dimension  at  times 
"just  as  complex  dialectical  operations,  developing  imagery 
to  conceive  beyond  imagery,  may  enable  men  slightly  to 
transcend  the  human  dimension."  In  an  older  theology 
this  would  have  been  to  the  third  realm,  the  angelic  or 
the  divine;  it  is  characteristic  of  Burke  to  make  it  to  the 
"dialectic"  or  "poetic."  (For  the  record,  it  might  be  noted 
that  Burke's  angels,  in  an  early  story  in  The  White  Oxen, 
spend  their  time  in  heaven  singing  their  own  composi- 
tions.) 

The  most  complete  integration  of  all  these  strains  Burke 
has  so  far  achieved  is  his  concept  of  "dramatism."  In  a 
sense,  it  follows  from  all  his  previous  work  and  all  the 
previous  methods  he  has  absorbed.  In  "The  Five  Master 
Terms"  in  View,  Series  III,  No.  2,  he  writes:  "  'Drama- 
tism' is  certainly  no  invention  of  ours.  We  lay  claim  only 
to  have  looked  at  the  matter  a  bit  more  quizzically  than 
usual,  until  the  meditation  yielded  some  results.  Instead 
of  saying,  'Life  is  a  drama  and  the  world  is  its  theatre,' 
then  hurrying  on,  we  tried  to  ponder  this  metaphor  long 
and  hard."  It  has  developed  out  of  his  constant  antino- 
mian  dichotomies  in  Counter-Statement,  out  of  the  con- 
cept of  attitudes  as  incipient  "actions"  in  Permanence  and 
Change,  most  particularly  out  of  the  dialectic  that  runs 
through  all  of  Burke's  work  from  the  first  as  a  basic  prin- 
ciple. Burke  sometimes  equates  all  of  these  ("that  'atti- 
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tudinal  action'  which  we  have  called  the  dramatistic,  but 
which  might  also  be  called  the  dialectical"),  but  actually 
they  are  a  deepening  and  a  progression,  from  dichotomy 
to  attitudinal-action  to  dialectic  to  dramatism.  To  some 
extent  it  is  the  idealist  dialectic  of  Coleridge  and  Hegel; 
to  a  much  greater  extent  it  is  Marx's  historical  materialist 
dialectic;  it  is  even  the  rationalist  dialectic  of  "that  great 
modem  dialectician,  Sigmurid  Freud"  (although  Burke  has 
elsewhere  protested  that  Freud  "is  not  dialectical  enough"). 
With  Marx  and  Freud,  Burke  gets  beyond  dialectic  into 
dramatism,  noting  that  "for  all  the  talk  of  'mechanism' 
in  the  Freudian  psychology,  we  may  see  its  underlying 
dramatistic  nature,"  and  proposing  a  union  of  Marx  and 
Freud  in  terms  of  "an  over-all  theory  of  drama,"  since 
"Freud  gives  us  the  material  of  the  closet  drama,  and 
Marx  the  material  of  the  problem  play,  the  one  worked 
out  in  terms  of  personal  conflicts,  the  other  in  terms  of 
public  conflicts."  More  than  any  of  these,  of  course,  it  is 
the  dialectic  of  Plato's  Socrates,  ''the  act  of  definition  in 
his  conversation,"  as  inherited  by  Aristotle. 

Philosophically  Burke's  "dramatism"  is  derived  most 
completely  from  Aristotle,  and  the  Aristotelian  realism  of 
scholastic  thinkers  like  Aquinas,  in  their  philosophy  of 
"action."  ^  In  literary  terms  he  seems  to  have  been  chiefly 
influenced  by  Henry  James's  Prefaces.  As  early  as  his 
Yeats  article  in  the  Southern  Review,  Winter  1942,  Burke 
wrote:  "It  is  a  dramatist's  concept,  the  sort  of  concern 
we  read  much  of  in  Henry  James's  prefaces,  where  he  is 
offering  us  an  analysis  of  the  novelist's  motives  in  terms 
of  the  dramatist's  exigencies."  In  "Motives  and  Motifs  in 
the  Poetry  of  Marianne  Moore,"  in  Accent,  Spring  1942, 
one  of  his  earliest  uses  of  the  terms  "act,"  "scene,"  and 
"agent,"  he  explains  them  as  "the  three  terms  central  to 
the  philosophy  of  drama  embodied  in  Henry  James's  pref- 

^  It  may  be  relevant  here  to  mention  a  remarkable  and  characteristi- 
cally scholastic  book,  Scott  Buchanan's  Poetry  and  Mathematics  (1929), 
which  may  have  influenced  Burke  toward  dramatism,  and  certainly, 
if  he  read  it,  suggested  his  listing  of  such  "reductive"  metaphors  for 
man  as  "Man  is  a  machine,"  "Man  is  an  animal,"  etc.  Buchanan's 
book  is  a  treatment  of  imaginative  literature  in  terms  of  the  metaphors 
of  mathematics,  and  eventually  a  treatment  of  mathematics  and  science 
themselves  as  contemporary  expressions  of  the  pattern  of  Greek  tragic 
drama. 
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aces."  In  "The  Tactics  of  Motivation,"  Chimera,  Summer 
1943,  he  amplifies  these  references: 

Henry  James's  prefaces  as  a  whole,  however,  exem- 
plify a  much  wider  use  of  "dramatistic"  co-ordinates 
than  this.  Many  of  his  notes  deal  with  the  relation  be- 
tween agent  and  scene  (in  the  sense  of  the  relation 
between  a  given  work  and  the  situation  under  which 
he  wrote  it) .  Many  others  deal  with  the  author's  mind 
as  the  source  of  the  work,  relations  between  agent 
and  act.  And  many  deal  with  the  purely  internal  rela- 
tionships prevailing  among  act,  scene,  and  agent  in  a 
given  novel.  But  throughout  the  prefaces,  he  con- 
sciously and  systematically  considers  the  novel  in 
dramatistic  terms. 

As  a  full  dramatistic  perspective  this  is  an  insistence  on 
''ritual  drama  as  the  Ur-form,  the  hub,"  and  all  of  Burke's 
earlier  frameworks  fit  into  it  (even  Paget,  whose  "theory 
of  'gesture  speech'  obviously  makes  a  perfect  fit  with  this 
perspective").  "Human  affairs  being  dramatic,  the  discus- 
sion of  human  affairs  becomes  dramatic  criticism."  This 
ritual  drama  is  the  agon,  with  competing  protagonist  and 
antagonist,  and  it  must  be  complete,  "take  us  into-and- 
out-of,"  not  incomplete,  taking  us  into  and  seeking  "to 
leave  us  there"  (what  Francis  Fergusson  has  called,  de- 
scribing Wagner,  "the  luxury  of  running  down  a  steep 
place  into  the  sea").  It  must  be  the  full  rhythm  of  "pur- 
pose to  passion  to  perception,"  or  "poiema,  pathema, 
mathema,"  which  Burke  describes  in  "The  Tactics  of  Moti- 
vation": "Out  of  the  agent's  action  there  grows  a  corre- 
sponding passion,  and  from  the  sufferance  of  this  passion 
there  arises  a  knowledge  of  his  act,  a  knowledge  that  also 
to  a  degree  transcends  his  act." 

The  individual  ritual  of  "symbolic  action"  is  thus  clearly 
based  on  the  pattern  of  ancient  collective  ritual,  is  in  fact 
modem  society's  substitute  for  it  (so  that,  for  example, 
hypersexuality  would  be  a  private  "erotic  dance"  to  replace 
the  lost  tribal  erotic  dance).  Consequently  a  good  deal  of 
Burke's  dramatism  relies  on  anthropology  and  ethnology. 
"He  begins  by  considering  the  poet  as  a  medicine  man, 
and  the  poem  as  the  medicine,"  Ransom  has  written,  add- 
ing that  he  is  "wonderfully  keen  at  sniffing  out  ritualistic 
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vestiges — ^taboo,  fetish,  name-calling,  and  so  on."  Burke 
has  made  a  great  deal  of  the  pattern  of  the  sacrificial  king, 
from  concluding  The  Philosophy  of  Literary  Form  with 
a  long  burlesque  treating  the  democratic  President  as  sac- 
rificial king  to  proposing  it  as  a  ritual  pattern  that  would 
have  added  another  dimension  to  Bentley's  study  of  fig- 
ures like  Nietzsche  and  D.  H.  Lawrence  in  A  Century  of 
Hero  Worship.  Burke  has  been  greatly  concerned  in  gen- 
eral with  the  behavior  of  primitive  groups,  drawing  equally 
on  the  sweeping  formulations  of  theorists  like  Frazer  and 
the  concrete  and  scientific  reporting  of  modern  field  work- 
ers like  Malinowski.  He  has  called  The  Golden  Bough 
"comic,"  his  highest  term  of  praise,  since,  "by  showing  us 
the  rites  of  magical  purification  in  primitive  peoples,"  it 
"gives  us  the  necessary  cues  for  the  detection  of  similar 
processes  in  even  the  most  practical  and  non-priestly  of 
contemporary  acts."  To  my  knowledge,  Burke  has  never 
directly  referred  to  the  Cambridge  school  of  classical  schol- 
ars who  have  applied  Frazer  to  the  detection  of  the  pat- 
terns of  ancient  dramatic  ritual  underlying  Greek  art  and 
thought  (Gilbert  Murray,  Jane  Harrison,  F.  M.  Cornford, 
A.  B.  Cook,  etc.),  and  he  seems  never  to  have  read  them. 
Nevertheless,  particularly  in  the  Grammar,  in  his  percep- 
tion of  "tribal  patterns"  behind  philosophic  notions,  the 
''agon'"'  behind  the  "dialectic,"  the  property  concepts  be- 
hind the  Greek  ''Moira,"  the  "Dionysian  dramas  that 
underlay  the  patterns  of  Greek  thought,"  he  is  clearly  fol- 
lowing in  their  line;  and  his  appreciative  review  of  Lord 
Raglan's  The  Hero  (a  somewhat  diluted  but  more  am- 
bitious assertion  of  the  same  theory)  and  his  willingness 
to  call  his  work  "folk  criticism"  suggest  either  some  ac- 
quaintance with  their  work  or  a  striking  pattern  of  iden- 
tical thinking. 

The  matter  of  Burke's  terminology  in  general  requires 
some  consideration.  In  his  proliferation  of  terms  Burke  is 
in  the  tradition  of  Bentham,  Peirce,  and  Veblen,  and  their 
credo  was  stated  ironically  by  Peirce  in  a  letter  to  William 
James  (and  quoted  by  Burke,  who  calls  it  "these  uncom- 
fortable rigors") : 

It  is  an  indispensable  requisite  of  science  that  it 
should  have  a  recognized  technical  vocabulary,  com- 
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posed  of  words  so  unattractive  that  loose  thinkers  are 
not  tempted  to  use  them;  and  a  recognized  and  legiti- 
mate way  of  making  up  new  words  freely  when  a 
new  conception  is  introduced;  and  that  it  is  vital  for 
science  that  he  who  introduces  a  new  conception 
should  be  held  to  have  a  duty  imposed  upon  him  to 
invent  a  sufficiently  disagreeable  series  of  words  to 
express  it.  I  wish  you  to  reflect  seriously  upon  the 
moral  aspect  of  terminology. 

Burke  has  not,  however,  like  Peirce,  made  up  new  words 
as  a  matter  of  principle,  but  rather,  like  Veblen,  restored 
and  redefined  old  ones  wherever  possible.  (Chinese  law- 
makers, Richards  informs  us,  recommend  "that  those  who 
introduce  new  terms  or  make  unauthorized  distinctions 
should  be  put  to  death.")  In  this  use  of  old  words  in  a 
new  precise  sense,  there  is  a  loss  as  well  as  a  gain.  Joubert, 
who  insisted  on  the  employment  of  the  common  words  of 
everyday  speech  even  for  such  subjects  as  metaphysics, 
noted  the  gain:  people  are  shown  "what  they  do  really 
think"  in  their  own  terms,  the  writer  gives  a  greater  im- 
pression of  having  assimilated  "Ufe  and  its  concerns." 
Coleridge,  who  made  up  a  great  many  words,  like  "in- 
tensify," which  have  since  become  current,  noted  the  loss: 

In  such  [scientific]  discourse  the  instructor  has  no 
other  alternative  than  either  to  use  old  words  with 
new  meanings  (the  plan  adopted  by  Darwin  in  his 
Zoonomia;)  or  to  introduce  new  terms,  after  the  ex- 
ample of  Linnaeus,  and  the  framers  of  the  present 
chemical  nomenclature.  The  latter  mode  is  evidently 
preferable,  were  it  only  that  the  former  demands  a 
twofold  exertion  of  thought  in  one  and  the  same  act. 
For  the  reader,  or  hearer,  is  required  not  only  to  learn 
and  bear  in  mind  the  new  definition;  but  to  unlearn, 
and  keep  out  of  his  view,  the  old  and  habitual  mean- 
ing; a  far  more  difficult  and  perplexing  task,  and  for 
which  the  mere  semblance  of  eschewing  pedantry 
seems  'o  me  an  inadequate  compensation. 

He  conceded,  however,  that  where  "it  is  in  our  power  to 
recall  an  unappropriate  term  that  had  without  sufficient 
reason  become  obsolete,  it  is  doubtless  a  less  evil  to  re- 
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store  than  to  coin  anew."  Burke  thus  gains  a  number  of 
real  values  from  his  use  of  common  terms  in  a  trans- 
formed, unfamiliar,  or  obsolete  sense;  but  the  fact  that 
his  "comic"  does  not  mean  what  people  think  of  as  comic, 
and  his  "prayer"  does  not  mean  what  people  think  of  as 
prayer,  is  undoubtedly  responsible  for  some  confusion  in 
his  readers,  and  probably  contributes  to  the  numerical  lim- 
itation of  his  audience. 

On  the  other  hand,  Burke's  terms  have  been  moving 
toward  greater  and  greater  clarity,  each  developing  out  of 
the  set  before,  and  the  current  dramatistic  pentad — act, 
scene,  agent,'  agency,  purpose — would  probably  come  clos- 
est to  satisfying  Joubert  as  being  the  language  of  common 
speech.  Burke  writes: 

It  must  be  our  purpose  ever  to  perfect  our  termi- 
nology— for  in  an  adequate  terminology  there  are 
adequate  exhortations  and  admonitions.  And  basic  to 
the  structure  of  a  terminology  is  the  need  for  an 
essential  complexity  or  pliancy — not  merely  complex- 
ity got  by  the  accumulation  of  terms,  but  complexity 
at  the  start.  .  .  . 

A  curious  device  of  this  development  in  Burke's  work 
is  the  nursing  along,  in  each  book,  of  the  metaphor 
that  eventually  burgeoned  as  "dramatism."  Thus  Counter- 
Statement  defines  form  as  "the  psychology  of  the  audi- 
ence," and  concludes  on  the  development  of  dramatic  form 
as  "representative  anecdote."  Permanence  and  Change,  in 
its  conclusion,  suggests  that  the  "ultimate  metaphor"  for 
discussing  the  universe  and  man's  relations  to  it  would  be 
"poetic  or  dramatic  man."  Attitudes  toward  History  speaks 
of  the  inventor's  "drama,"  Burke's  own  historical  "drama," 
and  argues  in  a  footnote: 

In  brief,  we  contend  that  "perspective  by  incon- 
gruity" makes  for  a  dramatic  vocabulary,  with  weight- 
ing counter-weighting,  in  contrast  with  the  liberal 
ideal  of  a  neutral  naming  in  the  characterization  of 
processes.  .  .  . 

The  neutral  ideal  prompts  one  to  forget  that  terms 
are  characters,  that  an  essay  is  an  attenuated  play.  .  .  . 

The  element  of  dramatic  personality  in  essay istic 
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ideas  cannot  be  intelligently  discerned  until  we  rec- 
ognize that  names  (for  either  dramatic  characters  or 
essayistic  concepts)  are  shorthand  designations  tor 
certain  fields  and  methods  of  action. 

By  1941,  when  The  Philosophy  of  Literary  Form  was  pub- 
lished, Burke's  dramatist  metaphor  had  developed  the  two 
basic  terms  of  the  pentad,  and  he  trots  out  the  act-scene 
terminology  on  the  first  page  of  the  Foreword  and  con- 
tinues it  through  the  title  essay,  discussing  symbolic  action 
in  terms  of  "agons"  and,  in  a  footnote,  explaining  all  five 
terms  of  the  pentad  and  what  his  next  work  will  do  with 
them.  At  the  same  time  the  essay  "Semantic  and  Poetic 
Meaning"  distinguishes  the  poetic  ideal  as  going  "through" 
drama  rather  than  around  it,  and  the  eleventh  proposition 
of  Burke's  "Twelve  Propositions  on  the  Relation  between 
Economics  and  Psychology"  is  flatly:  "Human  relations 
should  be  analyzed  with  respect  to  the  leads  discovered 
by  a  study  of  drama,"  while  the  development  of  this 
proposition  announces  Freud  and  Marx  as  "impresarios." 
The  only  other  terminological  metaphor  that  Burke  has 
carried  through  from  his  earliest  books  is  the  ironic  use 
of  the  terminology  of  business  and  finance  for  markedly 
non-financial  matters,  a  device  he  shares  with  Thoreau. 
He  speaks  of  "investment,"  "socialization  of  losses,"  "cash- 
ing in  on,"  "discounting,"  "mergers,"  as  though  matters 
of  art  and  ideas  were  important  enough  to  get  on  ledgers. 
"Once  the  comic  proviso  is  added,"  he  notes,  "the  whole 
terminology  of  capitalism  i^  found  remarkable  for  its 
clear  simplification  of  social  processes."  In  "Character  of 
Our  Culture"  in  the  Southern  Review,  Spring  1941,  Burke 
calls  his  attitude  "speculative,"  with  the  melancholy  note: 

I  use  the  word  "speculative"  with  full  awareness  of 
its  monetary  pun,  for  in  calling  myself  here  a  "specu- 
lator" I  fully  believe  that  I  am  exemplifying  a  social 
value  that  has  been  affected  by  the  monetary  motiva- 
tion— though  I  must  speak,  alas!  as  one  who  has  not 
had  the  advantage  of  much  original  field  work  in  this 
subject,  one  whose  knowledge  of  it  is  at  best  second- 
hand, indeed,  one  who  has  money  much  more  on  his 
mind  than  in  his  purse. 
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Burke's  dramatist  pentad  is  an  attempt  to  find  a  set  of 
terms  so  basic  and  so  all-embracing  that  they  can  handle 
any  area  of  discourse.  As  such,  it  is  the  successor  of  a 
long  line  of  triads,  tetrads,  pentads,  etc.  The  most  obvious 
relationship,  to  which  Burke  himself  calls  attention  in  the 
book,  is  to  Aristotle's  Four  Causes — formal,  material,  effi- 
cient, and  final — which  Burke  equates  respectively  with 
act,  scene,  agent,  and  purpose,  with  agency  also  included 
under  "final."  Burke  also  equates  his  pentad  with  Aris- 
totle's six  elements  of  tragedy,  plot  as  act,  character  as 
agent,  thought  as  purpose,  melody  and  diction  as  agency, 
and  spectacle  as  scene.  After  Aristotle,  Ben  Jonson  had 
a  more  or  less  Aristotelian  triad  in  Discoveries — ^poem, 
poesy,  poet — ^which  would  probably  correspond  to  Burke's 
agency,  act,  and  agent.  Lessing's  bodies-actions  dichotomy 
in  the  Laocoon  is  a  very  close  approximation  of  scene-act, 
and  Lessing  later  fills  out  the  other  terms.  Emerson's  triad 
of  cause-operation-effect  in  "The  Poet,"  which  he  trans- 
lates poetically  as  Jove-Pluto-Neptune,  Father-Spirit-Son, 
and  Knower-Doer-Sayer,  would  probably  be  the  equiva- 
lents of  purpose,  act,  and  either  scene  or  agent.  Santayana, 
in  Interpretations  of  Poetry  and  Religion,  in  describing 
the  way  in  which  nature,  an  "engine"  under  paganism, 
becomes  "a  temporary  stage,  built  for  the  exigencies  of  a 
human  drama"  under  Christianity,  clearly  has  a  dramatist 
set  of  terms  that  includes  at  least  act  and  scene.  Finally, 
Ernest  FenoUosa,  in  his  essay  on  "The  Chinese  Written 
Character  as  a  Medium  for  Poetry,"  has  an  agent-act- 
object  triad  very  close  to  Burke's  pentad. 

One  major  aspect  of  Burke's  work  has  been  somewhat 
slighted  in  the  discussion  above:  his  treatment  of  "rhet- 
oric," the  poem-audience  relationship,  which  has  been 
arbitrarily  assigned  as  Richards's  territory.  Actually  Burke 
has  been  concerned  with  rhetorical  action  almost  as  much 
as  with  symbolic  action  in  his  work,  and  in  Counter- 
Statement  and  Permanence  and  Change  much  more.  In 
"The  Philosophy  of  Literary  Form,"  he  proposes  a  rela- 
tionship between  the  poet-poem  and  the  poem-audience 
ratios  that  involves  rhetoric  with  a  kind  of  symboHc  ac- 
tion in  the  audience.  He  writes; 
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Many  of  the  things  that  a  poet's  work  does  for  him 
are  not  things  that  the  same  work  does  for  us  (i.e., 
there  is  a  difference  in  act  between  the  poem  as  being- 
written  and  the  poem  as  being-read).  Some  of  them 
are,  some  of  them  are  not.  .  .  . 

But  my  position  is  this:  That  if  we  try  to  discover 
what  the  poem  is  doing  for  the  poet,  we  may  dis- 
cover a  set  of  generalizations  as  to  what  poems  do 
for  everybody.  With  these  in  mind,  we  have  cues  for 
analyzing  the  sort  of  eventfulness  that  the  poem  con- 
tains. And  in  analyzing  this  eventfulness,  we  shall 
make  basic  discoveries  about  the  structure  of  the  work 
itself.  .  .  . 

And  I  contend  that  the  kind  of  observation  about 
structure  is  more  relevant  when  you  approach  the 
work  as  the  functioning  of  a  structure.  .  .  .  And  I 
contend  that  some  such  description  of  the  "symboHc 
act"  as  I  am  here  proposing  is  best  adapted  for  the 
disclosure  of  a  poem's  function. 

A  poem  is  thus  designed  to  "do  something"  for  the  poet 
and  his  readers,  and  the  poet's  manipulation  of  this  sym- 
bolic action  in  the  reader  is  rhetoric,  or  what  is  more  gen- 
erally called  "communication"  as  distinguished  from  "ex- 
pression." Burke  also  identifies  it  with  "prayer"  in  his 
dream-prayer-chart  triad,  or  "the  choice  of  gesture"  to 
embody  the  poet's  attitude  "for  the  inducement  of  cor- 
responding attitudes."  The  poem  is  thus  a  symbolic  act 
of  the  poet,  but  "surviving  as  a  structure  or  object,  it 
enables  us  as  readers  to  re-enact  it,"  so  that  reading  too 
is  the  enactment  of  symbolic  "rites." 

Burke  has  two  elaborate  studies  of  rhetoric  in  The  Phi- 
losophy of  Literary  Form,  "Antony  in  Behalf  of  the  Play," 
a  long  monologue  by  Antony  to  the  audience  explaining 
Shakespeare's  mechanisms  as  they  focus  in  his  oration 
over  Caesar's  body,  and  "Trial  Translation  (from  Twelfth 
Night),"  a  less  ambitious  but  similar  explanation  by  the 
Duke.  Burke  has  called  these  studies  of  the  "reader-writer 
relationship,"  but  more  properly  they  are  studies  of  the 
reader-poem  relationship,  since  they  work  from  the  text 
rather  than  from  Shakespeare.  His  fuller  study,  "The 
Rhetoric  of  Hitler's  'Battle,' "  is  more  accurately  a  study 
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of  the  reader-writer  relationship,  since  it  covers  Hitler's 
symbolic  expression  in  the  book,  the  audience's  symbolic 
action  in  reading  it,  and  the  rhetorical  relation  between 
the  two.  It  unites  the  private  and  public,  the  introspective 
(conjectural  in  this  case)  psychology  best  designed  for 
getting  at  the  author's  symbolic  expression,  and  the  be- 
havioral psychology  best  designed  for  getting  at  what  is 
rhetorically  communicated. 

Counter-Statement  attempts  to  develop  the  concept  of 
rhetoric,  first  through  a  distinction  between  "clinical"  and 
"songful"  handling,  then  between  "realistic"  and  "declam- 
atory," "observation"  and  "ritual,"  "information"  and 
"ceremony";  finally  fixing  on  the  distinction  (later  "chart" 
versus  "prayer")  between  "the  psychology  of  information" 
and  "the  psychology  of  form."  "Form,"  which  Counter- 
Statement  defines  as  "the  psychology  of  the  audience" 
and  "the  creation  of  an  appetite  in  the  mind  of  the  audi- 
tor, and  the  adequate  satisfying  of  that  appetite,"  or  "the 
arousing  and  fulfillment  of  desires,"  is  thus  equivalent  to 
"rhetoric,"  which  is  no  more  than  "effective  literature." 
By  his  next  book,  Permanence  and  Change,  Burke  was 
calling  this  phenomenon  "stylistic  ingratiation,"  to  leave 
room  in  the  term  "form"  for  structure  symbolically  as 
well  as  rhetorically  determined. 

Edmund  Wilson  quotes  H.  L.  Mencken  as  saying  that 
he  even  enjoys  the  prospectuses  put  out  by  bond  houses, 
because  everything  written  is  an  attempt  to  express  the 
aspirations  of  some  human  being.  Burke's  concepts  of 
"symbolic  action"  and  "rhetoric"  result  in  a  similar  em- 
bracing of  trash  of  every  description  (although  we  can 
doubt  that  he  "enjoys"  it  as  Mencken  does),  which  fre- 
quently illustrates  the  mechanisms  of  more  significant 
works  in  a  fashion  easier  to  follow.  For  purposes  of  analy- 
sis or  illustration  Burke  draws  as  readily  on  a  popular 
movie,  a  radio  quiz  program,  a  Herald  Tribune  news  item 
about  the  National  Association  of  Manufacturers,  or  a 
Carter  Glass  speech  on  gold  as  on  Sophocles  or  Shake- 
speare. Those  things  are  a  kind  of  poetry  too,  full  of  sym- 
bolic and  rhetorical  ingredients,  and  if  they  are  bad  po- 
etry, it  is  a  bad  poetry  of  vital  significance  in  our  lives. 
In  immersing  himself  in  this  cheap  "forensic"  material 
as  much  as  he  does  (we  can  presume  that  A  Rhetoric  of 
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Motives  will  consist  largely  of  it) ,  Burke  is  himself  a  kind 
of  sacrificial  king,  bored  to  death  that  the  tribe's  crops 
may  grow. 


5. 
Finally,  a  brief  look  at  Burke's  own  situation,  strategies, 
attitudes,  motives,  symbolic  actions,  purposes,  is  in  order. 
One  factor  of  great  importance  is  his  non-critical  writing, 
of  which  he  has  been  moderately  prolific.  He  has  pub- 
lished two  works  of  fiction.  The  White  Oxen,  a  collection 
of  short  stories,  in  1924,  and  Towards  a  Better  Life,  a 
novel  written  as  "a  Series  of  Epistles,  or  Declamations," 
in  1932.  Both  works  are  subtle,  ambiguous,  fairly  obscure, 
stylized,  and  highly  eloquent:  the  former  progressing  from 
fairly  realistic  stories  to  stories  bewilderingly  symbolic 
and  rhetorical,  as  a  kind  of  "counter-statement"  at  a  time 
"when  rhetoric  is  so  universally  despised";  the  latter  a 
gesture  of  return  "to  more  formalized  modes  of  writing," 
"from  the  impromptu  to  the  studied,"  its  concern  with 
plot  "peripheral,"  its  central  concern  with  what  Burke 
calls  the  Six  Pivotals:  "lamentation,  rejoicing,  beseech- 
ment,  admonition,  sayings,  invective."  Both  books  have 
been  little  read  or  recognized,  although  they  have  clearly 
influenced  such  writers  as  Robert  M.  Coates  and  Nathanael 
West,  have  been  praised  by  William  Carlos  Williams  and 
attacked  as  "duller  than  Thackeray"  by  Yvor  Winters,  and 
Towards  a  Better  Life  at  least  seems  to  me  one  of  the 
important  works  of  fiction  in  our  time.  In  relation  to  his 
criticism,  the  only  ground  for  discussing  them  here,  they 
echo  many  of  the  ideas,  demonstrate  many  of  the  theories 
in  practice,  function  as  the  same  imaginative  "placing"  of 
human  motives  from  a  different  angle;  and  while  they 
were  written  chiefly  as  rhetorical  action,  they  have  given 
his  later  criticism  endless  material  for  identifying  sym- 
bolic action. 

Wilde,  I  believe,  somewhere  remarks  that  he  got  his 
education  in  public,  as  a  reviewer,  and  Burke  has  used  his 
reviewing  in  a  similar  fashion.  As  a  comparison  of  the 
articles  in  The  Philosophy  of  Literary  Form  with  the  re- 
views printed  as  an  Appendix  reveals,  the  subject  of  this 
year's  review  becomes  the  subject  of  next  year's  refer- 
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ences,  and  by  going  far  afield  from  imaginative  literature 
in  his  reviews,  he  has  consistently  broadened  the  horizons 
of  his  work.  At  the  same  time  Burke  gets  critical  ideas 
directly  from  problems  that  arise  out  of  his  reviewing  ("It 
was  in  the  attempt  to  review  two  books  of  this  sort  that 
we  first  found  ourselves  confronting  what  we  consider  the 
typical  properties  of  constitutions");  and  in  some  cases  he 
even  writes  his  reviews  in  whole  or  part  into  his  later  text. 
Burke  has  also  written  music  criticism,  including  a  stint 
as  music  critic  for  the  Nation,  and  occasional  art  criti- 
cism, so  that  his  work,  particularly  Counter-Statement,  is 
larded  with  authoritative  musical  and  plastic  references 
and  analogies  (although  it  must  be  admitted  that  his  art 
references,  unlike  his  music  references,  tend  to  be  to  rather 
literary,  rarely  abstract  or  modem,  works).  Burke  has  also 
done  a  great  deal  of  translating  from  the  German,  includ- 
ing some  of  Mann's  short  stories,  and  works  by  Spengler, 
Schnitzler,  von  Hoffmannsthal,  Emil  Ludwig,  and  others, 
which  then  too  became  grist  for  his  critical  mill.  Finally, 
he  has  published  a  number  of  poems,  most  of  them  free 
in  form,  rhetorical,  and  emphasizing  irony  and  social 
protest,  which  have  never  been  collected  in  book  form. 

Burke's  social  ideas,  as  expressed  most  directly  in  his 
poetry  and  in  a  more  complex  fashion  in  his  criticism, 
form  a  complicated  and  ambiguous  pattern.  The  chief 
element  is  an  outspoken  dislike  for  technology  and  our 
machine  civilization,  with  its  cults  of  "efficiency,"  "the 
higher  standard  of  living,"  and  so  on;  with  a  remarkable 
consistency  all  of  his  works  from  the  earliest  to  the  latest 
have  constituted  a  "counter-statement"  to  the  technological 
ideal,  opposing  it  with  "negativism,"  "opposition,"  "inter- 
ference"; in  short:  "the  aesthetic  would  seek  to  discourage 
the  most  stimulating  values  of  the  practical,  would  seek — 
by  wit,  by  fancy,  by  anathema,  by  versatility — to  throw 
into  confusion  the  code  which  underlies  commercial  en- 
terprise, industrial  competition,  the  'heroism'  of  economic 
warfare;  would  seek  to  endanger  the  basic  props  of  in- 
dustry." This  is  from  the  "Program"  in  Counter-Statement, 
Burke's  early  manifesto  for  aestheticism,  but  the  same 
themes  continue  in  the  Conclusion  to  Permanence  and 
Change,  formalized  as  a  poetic  communism;  and  in  the 
section  on  "Good  Life"  in  Attitudes  toward  History,  stated 
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more  positively  in  terms  of  ideals  of  active  participation 
and  ecological  balance.  In  The  Philosophy  of  Literary 
Form  they  become  more  bitter,  with  references  to  "our 
despicable  economic  structure"  making  us  do  "despicable 
things";  and  more  pessimistic,  with  Burke  seeing  "a  dismal 
political  season"  in  store  for  us,  the  only  hope  temporarily 
"a  campaign  base  for  personal  integrity,  a  kind  of  beneath- 
which-not,"  which  is  actually  Eliot's  last-ditch  ideal,  to 
"keep  something  alive."  By  A  Grammar  of  Motives,  the 
social  view  becomes  at  once  less  bitter  and  less  pessimistic. 
Burke  is  still  antagonistic  to  our  cult  of  the  "gadget,"  "the 
higher  standard  of  living,"  *  the  "fantastic  hardships"  that 
men  undergo  to  have  technological  "conveniences,"  but  the 
industrial  system  and  the  money  motive  are  now  "poign- 
ant" rather  than  "despicable,"  and  he  finds  an  ironic 
hope: 

At  a  time  when  the  liars,  the  stupid,  and  the  greedy 
seem  too  greatly  in  control  of  a  society's  policies, 
philosophies  of  materialistic  reduction  may  bring  us 
much  solace  in  reminding  us  that  the  very  nature  of 
the  materials  out  of  which  a  civilization  is  constructed, 
or  in  which  it  is  grounded,  will  not  permit  such  per- 
fection of  lies,  stupidity,  and  greed  to  prevail  as  some 
men  might  cause  to  prevail  if  they  could  have  their 
way. 

His  conclusion  is  the  proposal  of  "a  kind  of  'Neo-Stoic 
resignation,'  "  since  "For  better  or  worse,  men  are  set  to 
complete  the  development  of  technology." 

There  are  two  strains  in  this  attitude,  which  after  a 
time  separated.  One  is  an  objection  to  machinery,  tech- 
nology, industrialization  per  se,  in  any  society,  with  Burke 
opposing  to  them  a  "maximum  of  physicality,"  less  button- 
pressing,  less  mobility  and  more  action,  biological  adapta- 
tion and  "metabiology,"  and  a  larger  ecological  efficiency 
opposed  to  the  limited  "efficiency"  of  technology.  This  is 
the  most  "reactionary"   (in  the  pure  sense  of  the  word) 

*  By  1947,  in  an  article  on  "The  American  Way"  in  the  December 
Touchstone,  Burke  was  describing  the  whole  of  American  culture  as 
derived  from  the  generalizing  principle  of  "the  higher  standard  of 
living,"  used  in  a  non-pejorative  sense,  with  American  philosophic  and 
aesthetic  concepts  either  expressions  of  it  or  reactions  to  it. 
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strain  in  Burke,  an  agrarian,  backward-looking  ideal  that 
he  shares  with  Thoreau,  the  Jeffersonians  and  Populists, 
and  less  savory  groups,  and  which  has  led  Henry  Barn- 
ford  Parkes  to  write,  with  a  certain  accuracy:  "he  would 
like  to  have  lived  in  Confucian  China."  At  its  most  ex- 
treme this  is  even  a  dislike  of  science  itself,  and  there  is 
some  truth  in  a  reviewer's  charge  that  Burke,  like  the  old 
ladies  of  the  anti-vivisection  societies,  tends  to  see  labora- 
tory scientists  as  "sadistic  rat-torturers."  At  the  other  ex- 
treme he  is  prepared  to  find  some  good  in  technology, 
even  defending  it  against  the  archaeologist  Alfred  Kidder 
in  his  article  "Character  of  Our  Culture,"  finding  such 
real,  if  negative  values  as  its  lessening  the  ravages  of  crop 
failure,  pestilence,  and  other  natural  disasters.  Somewhere 
in  the  middle  he  himself  lives  ("His  life  itself  is  a  design," 
William  Carlos  Williams  wrote  in  the  Dial),  combining 
the  simple,  immobile,  and  agrarian  life  with  the  technol- 
ogy necessary  to  get  him,  by  car,  train,  and  subway,  to 
the  New  York  Public  Library. 

The  other  strain  in  Burke's  social  attitude  is  his  objec- 
tion, not  to  industrialization  per  se,  but  to  the  specific  fea- 
tures of  the  capitalistic  system.  In  Permanence  and  Change 
he  embraces  Communism  (largely  of  an  out-of-the-world 
variety),  proposing  a  dialectical  materialism  altered  into  a 
"dialectical  biologism,"  and  a  "poetic"  and  "stylistic"  life 
achieved  through  and  beyond  the  Communist  society.  He 
argues  that  Communism  is  "the  only  coherent  and  organ- 
ized movement  making  for  the  subjection  of  the  techno- 
logical genius  to  human  ends,"  and  that  it  polarizes  such 
valuable  c-words  (or  "Kenneth-words")  as  co-operation, 
communication,  communion,  collectivism,  and  communi- 
cant. In  Attitudes  toward  History  he  finds  collectivism 
inevitable  as  the  next  stage  in  his  curve  of  history,  but 
presents  his  coUectivist  communism  with  "comic  correc- 
tives," and  the  section  on  the  "Good  Life"  made  it  clear 
that  his  social  ideal  is  actually  much  more  Confucian  (if 
not  more  confused).  Although  he  still  refers  approvingly 
to  such  orthodox  Communist  equipment  as  "dialectical 
materialism,"  his  later  works  have  veered  away  from  call- 
ing his  agrarian  and  decentralized  Jeffersonian  social  ideal 
"Communism."  Fordism  is  apparently  to  his  mind  still 
Fordism,  whether  of  the  American  or  the  Soviet  variety. 
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Burke's  ideas  on  poetry  and  criticism  are  inextricably 
tied  up  with  his  ideas  on  life  (he  defines  art,  for  example, 
as  "biological  adaptation,"  thus  the  "good  life")  and  are 
frequently  on  a  high  enough  level  of  abstraction  to  be  both 
at  once.  On  criticism  his  keynote  is  the  topic  sentence  of 
Permanence  and  Chance:  "All  living  things  are  critics," 
with  the  example  of  the  trout,  becoming  a  critic  after  his 
jaw  is  ripped,  learning  "a  nicer  discrimination  between 
food  and  bait."  His  critic,  like  Matthew  Arnold's,  is,  in  the 
last  analysis,  a  critic  of  life;  and  his  job:  "to  present  as 
many  counter-influences  as  possible,"  "to  integrate  technical 
criticism  with  social  criticism,"  "to  look  a  gift  horse  in  the 
mouth."  Where  the  "poet"  hypnotizes,  it  is  "the  function 
of  criticism  to  supply  the  sharp  sound  that  awakens  us"; 
and  "whatever  poetry  may  be,  criticism  had  best  be  comic." 

This  view  is  not,  however,  contemptuous  of  poetry.  The 
theme  that  "poetry"  (whether  as  a  written  lyric,  a  world- 
view,  or  a  way  of  life)  is  very  close  to  the  central  value 
of  our  existence  runs  through  all  of  Burke's  writing;  it  is 
"equipment  for  living,"  it  "comforts,"  "protects,"  and 
"arms"  us.  At  the  same  time  he  insists  on  the  importance 
of  the  poetic  sensibility,  what  Blackmur  calls  "the  symbolic 
imagination,"  as  the  ultimate  feature  of  criticism,  writing: 

The  objection  arises  when  philosophers  of  science 
are  loath  to  grant  that  this  very  capacity  of  science 
demands  a  compensatory  counterpart,  variously  named 
"intuition,"  "imagination,"  "vision,"  "revelation,"  etc. 
For  though  one  could  scientifically  break  a  work  of 
art  into  many  ingredients,  and  by  test  arrive  at  some 
extremely  subtle  and  perfectly  just  discriminations 
about  these  ingredients,  it  is  when  confronting  the 
synthesis  of  the  ingredients  that  the  scientific  method 
becomes  inadequate. 

The  other  essential  ingredient  in  Burke's  scheme  is  the 
element  in  irony,  humor,  "the  comic."  He  defines  humor 
as  the  "humanization"  that  "enables  us  to  accept  our 
dilemmas";  irony  as  the  "humility"  that  comes  from  "a 
sense  of  fundamental  kinship  with  the  enemy";  the  comic 
as  a  "charitable"  attitude  containing  the  paradox  of  accept- 
ance-rejection, give  and  take.  Essentially  all  these  are 
aspects  of  the  same  thing:    an  attitude  of  scrupulosity, 
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reservation,  "getting  off  before  the  end  of  the  line,"  coun- 
terstating,  corrective  discounting,  "rolling  with  the  punch." 
Burke's  good  life  would  not  only  be  good;  it  would  be 
comic,  ironic,  perhaps  even  funny.  In  any  case  it  would 
certainly  be  undignified.  Burke  writes  in  an  early  essay: 

Dignity?  Yes,  there  seems  to  be  a  thirst  for  per- 
sonal dignity.  There  is  a  trace  of  the  hysterical,  the 
devious,  in  this  need  of  dignity.  Dignity  belongs  to 
the  conquered;  one  leaves  the  room  with  dignity 
when  he  has  been  routed;  the  victor  can  romp.  Dig- 
nity is  a  subjective  adjustment.  It  is  objectively  un- 
pliant;  it  is  unbiological,  a  dignified  man  could  not  run 
from  a  lion.  One  meets  facts  objectively  without 
dignity.  One  sacrifices  his  authority,  first  asking  what 
mean  task  the  outside  thing  demands  of  him.  Dignity 
is  Ptolemaic,  indignity  is  Copemican.  The  develop- 
ment of  man  in  Europe,  some  one  has  said,  has  been 
a  loss  of  personal  dignity  in  proportion  to  his  mastery 
of  nature. 

Finally,  there  is  the  matter  of  Burke's  critical  writing 
itself.  He  has  always  had  a  relatively  small  audience, 
although  it  has  been  a  regularly  increasing  one,  and  the 
sale  of  A  Grammar  of  Motives  was  substantial  enough  to 
constitute,  finally,  a  kind  of  public  recognition  and  success, 
the  sort  that  artists  of  unyielding  integrity  (Martha  Gra- 
ham comes  to  mind  as  another  example)  tend  to  achieve 
late  in  life,  after  a  generation  of  popular  "sell-outs"  have 
had  their  brief  fames  and  blown  away.  The  chief  reason, 
in  my  experience,  given  for  resistance  or  inabihty  to  read 
him  is  the  charge  of  "obscurity"  or  "jargon."  Not  referring 
to  himself,  Burke  answered  the  "obscurity"  charge  in 
Counter-Statement,  writing:  "There  are  some  forms  of 
excellence  (such  as  complexity,  subtlety,  remote  inquiry, 
stylistic  rigor)  which  may  limit  a  book's  public  as  surely 
as  though  it  were  a  work  on  higher  mathematics."  Actually 
Burke's  writing  itself  is  very  clear  and  very  straightforward, 
the  obscurity  being  entirely  a  matter  of  the  concepts  and 
terms.  Even  John  Crowe  Ransom,  who  has  sometimes 
been  his  severest  critic,  has  granted  him  a  prose  of  "liter- 
ary distinction."  The  charge  of  "jargon"  is  somewhat  more 
accurate.  Although  Burke  has  frequently  kidded  the  Ger- 
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man  philosophic  style  (he  notes  that  Kant,  Fichte,  Schell- 
ing,  and  Hegel  "write  like  the  shifting  of  cars  in  a  freight 
yard"),  he  is  at  the  same  time  somewhat  drawn  to  it, 
defends  its  "cumbersome  nomenclature"  as  "a  form  of 
poetry,"  and  in  such  terms  as  "Neo-Malthusian  Principle," 
"Bureaucratization  of  the  Imaginative,"  and  "Perspective 
by  Incongruity"  comes  very  close  to  its  characteristic 
jargon. 

A  number  of  his  stylistic  habits  and  devices  have  been 
known  to  irritate  readers.  The  trick  of  stress-shifting,  the 
distinction  between  "knowledge  of  the  Good"  and  ''knowl- 
edge of  the  Good,"  although  a  meaningful  and  effective 
dialectic  device,  tends  to  be  used  enough  in  the  late  work 
to  be  irritating.  The  distinction  between  "what  are  years?" 
and  "what  all  are  years?"  is  a  barbarism,  pure  and  simple. 
Less  justifiable  reader  annoyance  is  sometimes  felt  at 
two  of  his  most  characteristic  and  most  brilliantly  effective 
devices:  his  use  of  words  in  a  special  sense  by  putting 
them  in  quotation  marks,  and  his  footnotes.  The  quotation 
marks  ("And  the  childless  priest  could  be  named  a  'father' 
because  he  had  'spiritual'  progeny,  the  'children'  of  the 
church")  are  a  way  of  emphasizing,  pointing  up  double 
meanings,  marking  off  a  special  sense.  The  footnotes  rise 
in  an  arc  from  a  few  in  Counter-Statement,  more  in 
Permanence  and  Change,  and  most  in  Attitudes  toward 
History;  and  then  fall  off,  with  fewer  in  The  Philosophy  of 
Literary  Form  and  almost  none  in  A  Grammar  of  Motives. 
At  their  height,  in  Attitudes,  where  the  footnotes  bulk 
almost  as  large  as  the  text,  they  serve  as  a  wonderful 
counterpoint  melody:  the  specific  against  the  general,  the 
peripheral  against  the  central,  the  random  against  the 
planned,  the  suggestive  against  the  explored  (Burke  has 
thrown  off  in  footnotes  enough  suggestions  regarding 
things  he  has  never  had  a  chance  to  investigate  to  keep  a 
flotilla  of  critics  busy  for  a  lifetime).  Nevertheless,  the 
constant  footnotes  carrying  along  another  story  occasionally 
get  the  reader  feeling  a  little  schizoid,  and  there  is  no 
doubt  that  at  their  apogee  they  represented  some  similar 
unreconciled  dissociation  in  Burke,  which  he  seems  to  have 
reconciled  since.  Finally,  Burke's  style  sometimes  tends  to 
be  unnecessarily  repetitious,  as  when  he  restates  a  thing 
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three  times,  using  a  slightly  different  figure  each  time, 
rather  than  stating  it  fully  once  and  for  all;  he  splits  infini- 
tives without  qualm;  and  he  mixes  metaphors  wickedly 
(Margaret  Schlauch,  who  pointed  some  out  in  a  review, 
noted  that  the  issue  is  not  a  grammarian's  purism,  but  that 
Burke  tends  to  blunt  the  usefulness  of  his  metaphors  by 
mixing  them,  as  in  his  "frames"  that  "melt,"  "struggle," 
and  "contend"). 

On  the  other  hand,  one  of  the  most  ingratiating  features 
of  Burke's  style  is  his  constant  reliance  on  the  joke  and 
the  pun,  even  the  elaborate  burlesque,  to  make  serious 
points.  His  jokes,  when  they  are  successful,  are  wonderful, 
a  wry  and  ironic  humor  that  always  bites;  but  the  pun 
has  an  even  more  important  and  serious  function  in  his 
work.  Like  the  ancient  Egyptians,  who  used  to  fill  their 
sacred  rituals  with  puns  to  increase  their  magic  effective- 
ness, Burke  puts  into  his  puns  the  heart  of  what  he  has  to 
say.  Like  Shakespeare's,  Burke's  puns  are  lightning  meta- 
phors, Empsonian  ambiguities,  perspectives  by  incongruity, 
reinforced  by  his  passionate  interest  in  etymology  and 
awareness  of  linguistic  significance  on  a  great  number  of 
levels,  including  the  psychoanalytic. 

Another  feature  of  Burke's  writing,  which  has  markedly 
increased  in  the  recent  books,  is  a  concern  with  the  scato- 
logical. Burke  is  insistent  on  the  need  for  "making  peace 
with,"  alternately,  "the  soil"  and  "the  faeces."  He  has  iden- 
tified Freud's  work  as  "an  interpretative  sculpting  of  ex- 
crement"; Stoicism  as  "the  transcendence  of  offal";  Eliot's 
''Merdes"  in  the  Cathedral,  an  "ecclesia  super  cloacam." 
One  section  of  A  Grammar  of  Motives  explains  his  con- 
cept of  the  "Demonic  Trinity,"  the  inter-relationship  of  the 
erotic,  urinary,  and  excremental,  and  he  has  increasingly 
tended  to  translate  back  and  forth  among  all  three  and 
related  motifs  like  the  mystical  vision  and  the  monetary. 
Burke's  scatalogical  concern  unquestionably  represents  a 
serious  and  profound  attempt,  like  Freud's,  to  confront 
the  "cloacal"  underlying  our  "transcendent"  activities,  but 
at  times  the  flippancy  of  his  presentation  makes  it  seem 
merely  another  "counter"  or  antinomian  expression;  to  try 
a  Burkian  pun  (encouraged  by  his  "latent"-"patent,"  "cov- 
ert"-"overt"  pairs),  we  might  say  that  he  has  received  so 
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little  of  the  world's  "increment"  that  he  has  been  forced 
to  devote  himself  to  its  "excrement."  ^ 

The  final  question  about  Burke's  work  is  what  it  all  adds 
up  to.  If  it  has  seemingly  had  a  lack  of  focus,  gone  after 
a  bewildering  number  of  quarries  in  no  apparent  sequence, 
it  has  had  the  compensatory  virtue  of  endless  fertility,  sug- 
gestiveness,  an  inexhaustible  throwing  off  of  sparks.  This 
view  would  seem  to  be  borne  out  by  the  readiness  with 
which  Burke  seems  reducible  to  aphorisms:  the  "Flow- 
erishes"  printed  in  the  Rocky  Mountain  Review,  Winter 
1943;  the  facility  with  which  brief  excerpts  from  the 
Grammar  stood  alone  in  a  publisher's  brochure  called  "The 
Burke  Sampler"  and  in  Accent,  Autumn  1945;  the  "mem- 
orability" of  isolated  lines  from  his  work:  America  as  a 
country  in  which  death  "is  in  exceptionally  bad  repute," 
"Thou  shalt  not  commit  adulteration,"  the  right  of  each 
man  "to  worship  God  in  his  own  metaphor,"  "Die  as  a 
mangled  wasp  dies,"  "The  man  did  good  for  the  oppressed? 
Then  he  made  them  oppressors,"  and  so  on. 

And  yet,  valuable  as  this  quality  is,  it  is  more  likely  that 
Burke's  work  is  intensely  organized  and  that  with  the  con- 
clusion of  his  current  trilogy  a  total  pattern  will  emerge  to 
embrace  all  his  previous  work.  It  will  be  probably  the  most 
all-embracing  critical  system  ever  built  up  for  turning  on  a 
single  poem,  and  we  can  expect  a  period  of  unequaled 
critical  fruitfulness  as  Burke  and  his  followers  turn  it  on 
some  poems.  What  would  not  one  give,  for  example,  for 
a  full-length  study  by  Burke  of  such  a  work  of  endless 
fertility  as  Moby-Dick,  never  satisfactorily  explored?  (He 
has,  incidentally,  in  several  places  mentioned  making  notes 
on  it.)  To  raise  the  obvious  objection  immediately,  suppose 
the  poem  or  work  collapses  flat  under  the  tremendous 
weight  of  the  critical  system?  Our  faith  here  must  lie  in 
Burke's  genuine  humility,  the  ironic  humor  that  keeps 
him  always  backing  away  from  his  own  machinery.  In 
Towards  a  Better  Life  his  hero  aphorizes:  "Watch  the 
mind  as  you  would  eye  a  mean  dog";  ^  and  in  the  sobering 

^  It  has  been  suggested  to  me  that  Burke's  critical  preoccupation  with 
the  cheap  forensic  material  of  the  movies,  the  radio,  and  the  news- 
papers may  not  represent  the  sacrificial  boredom  to  which  I  attribute 
it  so  much  as  another  aspect  of  this  fascinated  scatological  concern. 

*  As  Burke  would  be  the  first  to  point  out,  this  terrifying  relationship 
of  "mind"  to  "mean  dog"  was  probably  inspired  by  a  tonal  pun. 
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conclusion  of  Permanence  and  Change  Burke  reminds  us 
"that  men  build  their  cultures  by  huddling  together,  nerv- 
ously loquacious,  at  the  edge  of  an  abyss." 

In  "A  Critic's  Job  of  Work"  R.  P.  Blackmur  charges 
that  Burke's  method  "could  be  applied  with  equal  fruitful- 
ness  to  Shakespeare,  Dashiell  Hammett,  or  Marie  Corelli." 
In  The  Philosophy  of  Literary  Form  Burke  admits  the 
charge  (after  he  "got  through  wincing"),  adding:  "You 
can't  properly  put  Marie  Corelli  and  Shakespeare  apart 
until  you  have  first  put  them  together.  First  genus,  then 
differentia.  The  strategy  in  common  is  the  genus.  The 
range  or  scale  or  spectrum  of  particularizations  is  the  dif- 
ferentia." What  we  can  expect  with  the  completion  of 
Burke's  system  is  the  detailed  studies  of  "differentiae,"  what 
Burke  elsewhere  calls  "the  miracle  of  evaluation,"  built  on 
the  present  somewhat  indiscriminate  lumping  by  genus. 
From  the  brief  samples  of  it  Burke  occasionally  vouch- 
safes us,  we  can  be  sure  that  it  will  be  literary  criticism 
almost  unequaled  for  power,  lucidity,  depth,  and  brilliance 
of  perception.  In  the  ultimately  unclassifiable  man  who  once 
had  a  protagonist  remark:  "One  is  not  quite  at  rest  when 
he  has  accounted  for  so  much  nobility  by  trivial  mecha- 
nisms," all  we  can  be  sure  of  beyond  that  is  that  it  will  be 
a  literary  criticism  constituting  a  passionate  avowal  of  the 
ultimate  and  transcendent  importance  of  the  creative  act. 


CONCLUSION: 


Attempts  at  an 
Integration 

/.  The  Ideal  Critic 


If  we  could,  hypothetically,  construct  an  ideal  modem 
literary  critic  out  of  plastics  and  light  metals,  his  method 
would  be  a  synthesis  of  every  practical  technique  or  proce- 
dure used  by  his  flesh-and-blood  colleagues.  From  all  the 
rival  approaches  he  would  borrow  as  much  as  could  be 
used  in  a  synthesis  without  distorting  the  whole,  he  would 
balance  one  bias  or  excess  or  overspecialization  against 
another  so  that  both  canceled  out,  and  he  was  left  with 
only  neutral  elements  adaptable  to  his  own  purposes.  From 
Yvor  Winters  he  would  borrow  the  emphasis  on  evaluation 
and  comparative  judgment,  as  well  as  Winters's  refusal  to 
be  intimidated  by  conventional  opinions  in  his  judgments, 
rather  than  the  judgments  themselves.  He  could  use 
T.  S.  Eliot's  passionate  concern  with  grounding  literature 
in  a  tradition  although  his  tradition  would  probably  look 
more  like  V.  F.  Parrington's,  and  he  could  also  use  Eliot's 
functional  relationship  between  poetry  and  criticism. 
From  Van  Wyck  Brooks  our  ideal  critic  would  take  the 
biographical  method  of  the  early  books,  and  the  general 
concern  with  the  cultural  climate  of  a  writer.  Constance 
Rourke  would  contribute  her  emphasis  on  the  folk  back- 
ground of  a  work,  as  well  as  her  insistence  that  this 
tradition  tends  to  be  one  of  form  rather  than  content,  and 
abstract  rather  than  realistic.  Maud  Bodkin's  psycho- 
analytic method  would  go  into  the  synthesis,  augmented  by 
theories  and  procedures  from  Gestalt  and  other  psychol- 
ogies. 

Our  ideal  critic  would  adopt  Caroline  Spurgeon's  con- 
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scientious  scholarship,  going  to  John  Livingston  Lowes's 
lengths  and  extending  the  results  with  the  imaginative  rash- 
ness of  G.  Wilson  Knight;  as  well  as  Armstrong's  preoc- 
cupation with  the  image  cluster  as  a  unit  of  special  poetic 
significance.  From  R.  P.  Blackmur  he  would  take  the  tech- 
nique of  hard  work  and  research,  the  preoccupation  with 
language  and  diction,  and  the  insistence  on  the  high  im- 
portance of  art  and  the  symbolic  imagination.  William 
Empson  would  furnish  his  exploration  of  categories  and 
ambiguities,  his  close  and  ingenious  textual  reading,  and 
his  general  concern  with  the  significance  of  literary  forms. 
From  I.  A.  Richards  our  ideal  critic  would  borrow  the 
concern  with  communication,  techniques  of  interpretation, 
and  the  experimental  method;  from  Kenneth  Burke,  the 
concern  with  symbolic  action,  techniques  of  integration 
within  a  framework  of  dramatism,  and  the  introspective 
method.  Other  critics  would  furnish  still  other  elements  to 
the  synthesis:  Jane  Harrison's  ritual  anthropology  and 
Margaret  Schlauch's  linguistics;  Herbert  Read's  sympa- 
thetic attention  to  every  new  current  of  thought  and  every 
youthful  artist;  the  balanced  concern  with  the  totality  of 
the  work  of  the  Scrutiny  group;  F.  O.  Matthiessen's  subtle 
correlations  between  the  sociological  and  the  aesthetic; 
Francis  Fergusson's  use  of  the  ritual  drama  and  William 
Troy's  use  of  the  ritual  myth;  the  focus  on  poetic  structure 
of  John  Crowe  Ransom,  Allen  Tate,  Cleanth  Brooks,  and 
Robert  Penn  Warren;  and  much  else  from  others.  Finally, 
the  ideal  critic  would  be  a  neo-Aristotelian,  scrupulously 
inducing  from  poetic  practice,  as  well  as  a  neo-Coleridg- 
ean,  frankly  deducing  from  philosophic  concepts. 

At  the  same  time  our  ideal  critic  would  discard  from 
all  these  critics  those  features  of  their  practice  that  seemed 
to  him  irrelevant,  worthless,  or  private  to  them,  stripping 
from  the  neutral  and  objective  method  their  special  obses- 
sions, preoccupations,  and  weaknesses.  He  would  not  want 
Winters's  obsessive  morality,  nor  his  semantically  meaning- 
less dogmatism  with  no  basis  for  judgment  given,  nor  his 
bad  temper,  nor  his  high  percentage  of  error.  In  adopting 
Eliot's  concern  with  tradition,  he  would  husk  it  of  its 
religious  and  political  bias,  and  in  adopting  Eliot's  organic 
continuity  between  the  poetic  and  critical  function,  he 
would   maintain   criticism's   independence   and   integrity. 
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Rejecting  Brooks's  a  priori  assumptions  and  contempt  for 
imaginative  literature,  the  ideal  critic  would  not  use  his 
biographical  method  as  a  Procrustean  bed  for  writers,  or 
as  an  excuse  for  retreating  from  the  work  to  the  personal- 
ity, or  as  a  way  of  dispensing  sweetness  and  light  at  a 
literary  tea.  In  taking  over  Miss  Rourke's  method,  he  would 
steer  clear  of  both  the  "folksy"  and  the  ''volkisch"  and 
would  operate  from  a  far  wider  learning  than  hers.  Miss 
Bodkin's  mystic  and  religious  emphasis  would  be  discarded 
(along  with  Jung's  Nazi  racialism  and  blood-and-soil 
irrationalism,  which  she  avoided).  Both  Freud  and  Marx 
would  be  used  with  as  sharp  a  sense  as  theirs,  and  a  sharper 
sense  than  their  followers',  of  the  limitations  of  their 
approaches  appHed  to  hterature.  Our  ideal  critic  would 
operate  from  the  same  sharp  awareness  of  the  limits  of 
scholarship,  the  area  where  it  must  shade  over  into  criti- 
cism to  be  fulfilled,  and  he  would  adopt  neither  Miss 
Spurgeon's  timidity  about  following  through  on  conclusions 
nor  her  personal  mysticism.  He  would  probably  find  not 
very  much  to  reject  in  Blackmur,  Empson,  Richards,  and 
Burke,  but  could  probably  get  along  without  the  traces  of 
preciousness  in  the  first,  the  occasional  overelaboration  of 
the  second,  the  bhnd  alley  of  Basic  English  in  the  third, 
and  the  anachronistic  resistance  to  progress  in  the  fourth. 
From  the  other  critics  he  drew  on  he  would  make  similar 
scrapings,  and  in  most  cases  would  probably  find  more  to 
scrape  away  than  to  keep.  Even  Aristotle  and  Coleridge 
would  not  be  entirely  to  his  purpose. 

This  ideal  integration  of  all  of  modem  critical  method 
into  one  supermethod  could  not  be  on  the  analogy  of  stew, 
with  everything  thrown  at  random  into  the  pot,  but  would 
have  to  be  on  the  analogy  of  construction,  with  the  struc- 
ture built  up  according  to  an  orderly  plan  on  some  founda- 
tion or  around  some  skeleton  framework.  What,  then, 
would  that  foundation,  framework,  or  basis  be?  The  most 
enthusiastic  candidate  for  the  job  is  Marxism,  whose 
spokesmen  have  regularly  insisted  that  dialectical  material- 
ism is  an  integrative  frame  able  to  encompass  and  use  the 
newest  advances  in  all  fields  of  knowledge,  and  in  fact 
must  do  so  to  function.  This  was  undoubtedly  true  of  Marx 
and  Engels,  who  drew  enthusiastically  on  immense  ac- 
cumulations of  knowledge  in  every  area,  and  adapted  to 
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new  developments  so  elastically  that  Engels  remarked: 
"With  each  epoch-making  discovery  in  the  department  of 
natural  science,  materialism  has  been  obliged  to  change  its 
form."  It  is  also  to  a  large  extent  true  of  Christopher 
Caudwell,  who  insists  in  the  Introduction  to  Illusion  and 
Reality:  "But  physics,  anthropology,  history,  biology,  phi- 
losophy and  psychology  are  also  products  of  society,  and 
therefore  a  sound  sociology  would  enable  the  art  critic  to 
employ  criteria  drawn  from  these  fields  without  falling  into 
eclecticism  or  confusing  art  with  psychology  or  poHtics." 
Later  Marxists,  however,  with  the  exception  of  a  few 
isolated  figures  like  Caudwell,  have  lacked  the  elasticity 
and  scrupulousness  of  Marx  and  Engels,  as  well  as  their 
learning  and  brilliance,  so  that  Marxism  in  practice  has 
hardly  made  good  its  claim  as  an  all-embracing  integrative 
system.  Most  contemporary  Marxist  thinkers,  in  fact,  would 
toss  the  greater  part  of  our  ideal  critical  method  out  the 
window  immediately  as  "decadent"  frippery. 

Few  other  individual  methods  or  disciplines  are  even 
formulated  so  as  to  embrace  other  approaches,  and  where 
they  are  sciences  or  near-sciences,  like  psychology  and  an- 
thropology, or  clearly  demarcated  fields,  like  scholarship  or 
biography,  they  obviously  could  not  invade  other  territories 
without  automatically  losing  their  special  character.  Clearly, 
the  basis  for  an  ideal  critical  integration  would  have  to 
be  a  literary  or  philosophic  concept  (it  should  be  obvious 
from  the  foregoing  that  when  Marxism  sets  itself  up  as  a 
giant  integrative  frame,  it  is  not  in  its  aspect  as  a  sociology 
but  in  its  aspect  as  a  philosophic  Weltanschauung) .  With- 
out aspiring  to  solve  the  problem  offhand,  we  might  note 
a  few  possible  bases  for  such  a  synthesis.  One  would  be 
the  concept  of  Organicism,  the  organic  unity  of  the  human 
personality,  Richards's  continuity  of  experience,  in  terms 
of  which  all  these  critical  approaches  could  be  unified  as 
dealing  with  related  aspects  of  human  behavior:  man  as 
poet,  man  as  reader,  the  family  man,  the  social  man,  man 
communicating,  and  so  on.  Another,  avoiding  the  nominal- 
ism inherent  in  the  first,  would  be  Social  Activity,  organiz- 
ing the  various  approaches  as  relational  aspects  with 
different  groups,  inherent  in  the  work  of  art.  Others  would 
include:  Burke's  metaphor  of  Dramatism,  with  its  pentad 
of  act,  scene,  agent,  agency,  and  purpose,  treating  the  other 
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approaches  as  emphases  on  one  term  or  another,  conflict- 
ing and  co-operating  like  characters  in  a  play;  Empson's 
concept  of  Ambiguity  extended,  with  all  other  approaches 
as  further  ambiguities  of  meaning  in  the  words  of  the 
poem;  or  even  Blackmur's  doctrine  of  Hard  Work,  equated 
with  Burke's  Use  All  There  Is  to  Use,  as  simply  the  rather 
disorganized  organizing  principle  of  investigating  every 
possible  line  of  significance. 

In  our  ideal  critic  we  would  assume  not  only  the  use  of 
all  the  fruitful  methods  of  modern  criticism  on  some  or- 
ganizing base,  but  necessarily  all  the  abilities  and  special 
aptitudes  behind  them,  a  fearful  assumption  of  personal 
capacity,  as  well  as  the  requisite  learning  in  all  these  areas, 
and  the  requisite  flexibility  of  focus.  Our  ideal  critic 
would  not  only  have  to  do  more  than  any  actual  critic, 
he  would  have  to  know  more,  range  farther,  and  be  more 
(as  weU  as  write  better,  certainly).  The  classification  of 
critics  in  this  book  has  been  largely  by  method;  noting 
other  possible  classifications  that  cut  across  this  one  on  the 
bias  should  suggest  how  much  else  is  involved.  Thus  classi- 
fication by  focus  would  have:  Blackmur  the  specialist  in 
words.  Miss  Spurgeon  in  images,  Empson  in  forms,  Burke 
in  the  totality  of  a  man's  work,  and  so  forth.  Classification 
by  learning  would  have:  Eliot  the  man  knowing  literature 
temporarily  out  of  fashion,  Caudwell  the  man  knowing 
modern  science.  Brooks  the  man  knowing  minor  writers 
of  the  period.  Miss  Bodkin  knowing  the  classics,  and  so 
on.  Classification  by  attribute  (which  has  been  necessarily 
assumed  as  underlying  the  method)  would  have:  Empson 
the  keen  reader,  Burke  the  intelligence  shooting  sparks, 
Richards  the  patient  teacher,  Blackmur  and  Miss  Spurgeon 
(in  different  senses)  the  painstaking  workers.  (It  might  be 
pointed  out  here  that  Blackmur's  hard  work,  which  has 
been  treated  throughout  as  a  method,  is  much  more 
definitely  a  personal  attribute.  It  has  been  classified  as  a 
method  only  because  it  seems  both  essential  and  transmis- 
sible: any  critic  can  and  must  do  hard  work,  in  the  sense 
in  which  he  cannot  or  need  not  at  all  set  himself  to  becom- 
ing an  intelligence  shooting  sparks.) 

The  last  problem  that  our  ideal  critic  would  have  to 
face,  and  the  most  overwhelming  of  all,  is  that  each  of 
the  methods  developed  by  modem  critics  is  only  in  a  first 
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preliminary  stage  of  exploration,  and  at  one  time  or  another 
all  of  their  originators  have  had  to  recognize  that  they 
have  only  scratched  the  surface  and  will  hardly  be  able  to 
do  more  in  their  lifetimes.  Each  method  is  capable  of 
enormous  extension  and  ramification,  and  our  harried  ideal 
critic  would  have  not  only  to  use  them  all,  but  to  carry 
each  of  them  to  its  limits,  solving  the  problems  and  adjust- 
ing to  the  perspectives  confronting  each  method  in  isolation 
(which  have  been  suggested  in  the  individual  chapters  and 
need  no  recapitulation  here).  He  would  have  to  do  it  all 
himself,  too.  Each  of  our  modern  critics  needs  disciples,  a 
school  to  carry  on,  apply,  and  extend  his  work;  but  the 
difficulty  is  that  in  so  far  as  the  disciples  are  themselves 
brilliant  and  creative  (and  the  problem  if  they  are  not  is 
obvious),  they  inevitably  tend  to  go  off  in  their  own  direc- 
tions— as  in  the  case  of  Richards's  star  pupil,  Empson — 
and  in  turn  to  need  disciples  of  their  own.  Blackmur, 
Fergusson,  Slochower,  and  Cowley  are  all  to  some  extent 
applying  Burke's  method  to  other  literary  problems  and 
texts,  but  at  the  same  time  they  are  in  business  for  them- 
selves, and  they  will  be  efficient  disciples  in  inverse  propor- 
tion to  how  original,  creative,  and  ultimately  valuable  to 
criticism  they  are.  Only  in  the  world  inhabited  by  our  ideal 
critic  do  people  use  a  method  with  exactly  the  same  aims 
and  in  exactly  the  same  fashion  as  its  originator.  In  the 
real  world  of  criticism  there  is  probably  nothing  we  would 
want  less. 

To  sum  up,  our  ideal  critic  would  extend  his  whole 
integrated  method  just  as  far  as  its  individual  component 
methods  are  capable  of  extension  in  isolation.  He  would, 
in  short,  do  everything  possible  with  a  work  of  literature. 
For  a  brief  lyric,  as  can  be  imagined,  this  would  result  in 
a  tome  of  several  volumes;  for  a  more  elaborate  work,  a 
long  poem,  play,  or  novel,  it  would  obviously  be  a  life 
study.  Our  ideal  critic,  however,  has  an  infinity  of  time, 
and  we  might  take  advantage  of  his  patience  to  note  at 
random  some  of  the  things  he  would  do  with  a  poem,  with- 
out attempting  to  assign  any  temporal  or  hierarchical 
priorities.  He  would  tell  what  the  poem  is  about,  that  is, 
translate  its  paraphrasable  content  as  far  as  possible 
(considering  the  economy  inherent  in  the  work  of  art, 
this  in  itself  should  bulk  much  larger  than  the  work) .  He 
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would  relate  it  to  its  sources  and  analogues  in  earlier 
literature,  place  it  fully  in  a  tradition,  and  compare  it  at 
length  with  contemporary  and  earlier  works  both  within 
and  outside  of  the  tradition.  He  would  analyze  it  ex- 
haustively in  terms  of  any  available  biographical  informa- 
tion about  its  author:  his  mind,  life,  and  personality;  his 
family,  amatory,  and  marital  relations;  his  occupation,  his 
childhood,  his  social  relations,  his  physical  appearance  and 
habits.  He  would  find  its  folk  sources  and  analogues,  and 
investigate  the  author's  dependence  on  his  native  folk 
tradition,  the  poem's  surface  texture  of  folk  speech  and 
characteristics,  and  its  deeper  polarization  in  the  patterns 
of  timeless  primitive  ritual.  He  would  interpret  it  psycho- 
logically as  an  expression  of  the  author's  deepest  wishes 
and  fears,  in  terms  of  complexes,  repressions,  sublimations, 
and  compensations,  as  an  expression  of  the  archetypal 
patterns  of  collective  experience,  as  an  expression  of 
behavioral,  neurological,  and  endocrinological  phenomena, 
and  as  an  expression  of  the  socially  conditioned  patterns 
of  the  author's  personality  and  character  structure;  he 
would  relate  it  to  comparable  manifestations  in  primitives, 
psychotics,  children,  and  even  animals;  he  would  explore 
its  organization  in  terms  of  clusters  of  imagery  related  in 
unconscious  associations,  in  terms  of  structure  functioning 
as  psychological  ritual,  and  in  terms  of  the  Gestalt  con- 
figurations of  its  totality  and  their  relation  to  other  con- 
figurations. 

He  would  interpret  the  poem  socially  as  a  complex  and 
interacting  reflection  of  the  poet's  social  class,  status,  and 
occupation;  analyze  it  in  terms  of  the  productive  relations 
of  his  time  and  nation  and  their  related  climate  of  ideas, 
and  the  climate  of  ideas  transcending  those  productive 
relations  and  going  backward  or  forward  to  others;  and 
he  would  discuss  the  social  and  political  attitudes  the  poem 
advocates,  states,  or  implies.  He  would  turn  all  the  vast 
resources  of  literary  scholarship  on  it,  or  utilize  all  that 
had  already  been  done,  and  follow  the  conclusions  through 
with  a  quite  unscholarly  courage  and  imagination.  He 
would  explore  at  the  greatest  length  possible  its  diction  and 
the  relevant  ambiguous  possibilities  of  meaning  and  rela- 
tions in  the  significant  words;  its  images  and  symbols  and 
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all  their  relevant  suggestions;  its  formal  pattern  or  patterns 
and  their  function  and  effects;  its  formal  or  informal  sound- 
devices,  rhythmic  structure,  and  other  musical  effects;  and 
its  larger  patterns  of  movement  and  organization;  as  well 
as  the  interrelationships  of  all  the  foregoing.  He  would 
study  all  the  things  outside  the  poem  to  which  it  makes 
reference  and  interpret  it  in  their  light.  He  would  explore 
and  categorize  the  key  attitude  that  arises  out  of  the  inter- 
relationship of  the  poem's  content  and  form,  note  the 
implications  of  that  category,  and  discuss  the  poem  com- 
paratively with  contemporary  and  earlier  literary  expres- 
sions of  the  same  category  in  different  terms.  Our  ideal 
critic  would  investigate  the  whole  problem  of  what  the 
poem  communicates,  how,  and  to  whom,  using  every  avail- 
able source  of  information  to  find  out  what  it  was  meant 
to  communicate;  and  then  every  technique,  from  intro- 
spection to  the  most  objective  laboratory  testing,  to  find 
out  what  it  actually  does  communicate,  to  differing  in- 
dividuals and  groups  at  different  times  and  under  different 
circumstances.  He  would  investigate  the  whole  problem 
of  symbolic  action  in  the  poem,  what  it  does  symbolically 
for  the  poet,  what  it  does  symbolically  for  the  reader,  what 
the  relationship  is  between  these  two  actions,  and  how  it 
functions  within  the  larger  symbolic  structure  of  the  total 
development  of  the  author's  writing,  or  even  larger  sym- 
bolic movements,  like  a  literary  age.  He  would  discuss  a 
vast  number  of  other  problems  involved  in  the  poem,  far 
too  many  to  be  even  listed,  from  ultimate  philosophic  and 
ethical  questions  like  the  beliefs  and  ideas  reflected  by  the 
poem  and  the  values  it  affirms,  and  their  relation  to  beliefs 
and  values  (or  their  absence)  in  the  reader  and  the  cul- 
tural context;  to  such  minutiae  as  the  poem's  title  and 
any  unusual  features  of  typography,  spelling,  or  punctua- 
tion. He  would  place  the  poem  in  the  development  of  the 
author's  writing  from  every  angle  (for  which  purpose, 
naturally,  he  would  be  familiar  with  everything  else  the 
author  wrote),  confront  the  problem  of  the  circumstances 
under  which  it  arose,  and  discuss  the  unique  features  of  its 
style  and  its  unique  reflections  of  a  mind  and  personality. 
Finally,  on  the  basis  of  all  this  analysis,  our  ideal  critic 
would  subjectively  evaluate  the  poem  and  its  parts  aes- 
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thetically  in  relation  to  aim,  scope  and  validity  of  aim,  and 
degree  of  accomplishment,  place  its  value  in  terms  of 
comparable  works  by  the  same  poet  and  others,  estimate 
its  present  and  future  significance  and  popularity,  assign 
praise  or  blame,  and,  if  he  cared  to,  advise  the  reader  or 
writer  or  both  about  it.  If  he  were  so  inclined,  he  could 
go  on  and  discuss  his  data  and  opinions  in  relation  to  the 
data  and  opinions  of  other  critics,  ideal  or  not.  He  would 
then  wipe  his  brow,  take  a  deep  breath,  and  tackle  another 
poem. 

//.  The  Actual  Critic 

Our  ideal  critic  is  of  course  nonsense,  although  perhaps 
useful  nonsense  as  a  Platonic  archetype.  Let  us  demolish 
him  and  return  to  the  real  world  and  the  practical  human 
possibilities  of  the  individual.  A  substantial  and  quite  im- 
pressive amount  of  integration  is  possible  in  the  work  of 
one  rounded  man  using  a  number  of  methods  and  dis- 
ciplines. At  one  time  or  another  Kenneth  Burke  has  done 
almost  everything  in  the  repertoire  of  modern  criticism, 
and  generally  a  number  of  things  in  conjunction.  This  has 
been  only  less  true  of  Richards,  Empson,  and  Blackmur; 
they  have  not  synthesized  quite  so  much,  and  they  have 
tended,  particularly  Blackmur,  to  do  only  one  thing  at  a 
time,  whichever  the  work  under  discussion  seemed  partic- 
ularly to  call  for.  These  are  our  best  critics,  and  their 
individual  and  shifting  integrations  tend  to  be  enormously 
successful.  Their  formula  for  avoiding  the  endless  labors 
of  theoretical  total  integration  is:  pursuing  none  of  their 
techniques  to  the  end  of  the  line,  but  merely  far  enough 
to  suggest  the  further  possibilities;  and  stressing  at  any 
given  time  only  those  approaches  that  seem  most  fruitful 
for  the  specific  work  under  discussion,  slighting  or  ignor- 
ing others  temporarily  less  fruitful,  which  would  then 
have  their  place  in  dealing  with  a  different  type  of  work. 
Even  within  these  limitations  our  best  critics  never  seem 
to  have  enough  time  or  space  to  go  as  far  as  they  would 
like,  and  the  demand  on  their  learning  is  formidable.  In 
the  future  we  can  expect  that  the  burden  of  having  a  work- 
ing command  of  every  field  of  man's  knowledge  applicable 
to  literary  criticism  will  grow  increasingly  difficult  to  bear, 
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and  eventually  simply  become  impossible.^  With  the 
tremendous  growth  of  the  social  sciences  in  particular, 
sooner  or  later  knowing  enough  of  any  one  of  them  to 
turn  it  fruitfully  on  literature  will  demand  a  life  study, 
leaving  no  time  for  anything  else  except  some  aquaintance 
with  the  corpus  of  literature  itself.  The  Baconian  critic, 
taking  all  knowledge  for  his  province,  is  our  most  impres- 
sive figure,  but  the  days  of  the  Baconian  critic  in  an  age 
of  more  and  more  complete  specialization  seem  inevitably 
numbered. 

We  must,  then,  consider  the  specialist  critic,  the  man 
using  one  highly  developed  method.  The  ones  we  have 
had  are  individually  less  impressive  than  the  Baconians, 
and  we  tend  to  feel  that  their  very  specialization  makes 
them  lopsided,  inevitably  distorters  of  literature.  For  the 
most  part,  they  are  either  extremely  limited  figures  able  to 
do  only  one  thing  well,  like  Van  Wyck  Brooks's  biog- 
raphies; or  else  they  are  specialists  in  some  extra-literary 
field:  Miss  Bodkin's  psychoanalysis  or  Miss  Rourke's  folk 
material.  These  critics  with  a  single  developed  method  are 
most  fruitful  either  when  specializing  in  literature  that 
their  method  is  best  equipped  to  handle,  as  the  Cambridge 
school  does  in  Greek  literature,  so  close  to  its  ritual  origins; 
or  when  specializing  in  those  aspects  of  any  work  of  litera- 
ture which  their  points  of  view  can  best  elucidate,  as 
psychoanalytic  and  Marxist  critics  do  (or  should  do). 

Both  these  types  of  critical  specialization  need  some- 
thing else  to  make  them  fruitful.  That  something  must  be 
some  form  of  plural,  co-operative,  or  collective  criticism 
— Eliot's  hope,  expressed  as  far  back  as  "Experiment  in 
Criticism"  in  the  Bookman,  November  1929,  for  "the  col- 
laboration of  critics  of  various  special  training,  and  per- 
haps the  pooling  and  sorting  of  their  contributions  by  men 
who  will  be  neither  specialists  nor  amateurs."  This  collabo- 
rative criticism  we  might  call  the  Symposium,  a  word  that, 
whatever  heavy-handed  use  it  has  had  in  the  past,  still 
carries  some  pleasant  associations  from  its  root  meaning, 
a  convivial   drinking-party.   We  have   had  a  number  of 

^Thomas  Young,  an  English  physician,  optical  physicist,  physiolo- 
gist, Egyptologist,  etc.,  who  died  in  1829,  is  supposed  to  have  been 
the  last  man  who  knew  everything  scientific  there  was  to  know.  No 
one  since  has  come  forward  to  dispute  the  honor. 
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published  examples  of  the  critical  symposium,  some  of 
them  fairly  successful,  some  less  so.  They  include:  scholarly 
and  reference  works  done  by  specialists,  like  A  Companion 
to  Shakespeare  Studies;  symposia  on  special  topics,  like 
Humanism  in  America  and  its  answer,  The  Critique  of 
Humanism,  Books  That  Changed  Our  Minds,  and  The 
Mind  in  Chains;  symposia  on  a  country  or  a  period,  like 
American  Writers  on  American  Literature,  After  the 
Genteel  Tradition,  and  The  Great  Tudors;  symposia  on  a 
writer,  sometimes  memorial,  like  A  Garland  for  John 
Donne,  Herbert  Read:  an  introduction  to  his  work,  and 
Scattering  Branches:  Tributes  to  the  Memory  of  W.  B. 
Yeats;  or  special  issues  of  one  of  the  literary  magazines 
devoted  to  a  writer,  like  the  Hound  &  Horn  James  number, 
the  Southern  Review  Yeats  number,  the  Kenyon  Review 
Hopkins  numbers,  the  Quarterly  Review  of  Literature 
Valery  number,  and  the  Harvard  Wake  Cummings  num- 
ber; or  even  periodical  symposia  devoted  to  a  single  work, 
like  the  transition  series  on  Finnegans  Wake,  published  as 
Our  Exagmination  etc.,  or  a  topic,  like  the  Chimera  Myth 
and  Detective  Fiction  numbers,  or  problems  of  varying 
scope,  like  the  several  issues  of  Focus,  In  addition,  we 
have  had  a  number  of  false  symposia  or  anthologies  com- 
piled after  the  fact,  assemblages  of  work  written  at  differ- 
ent times  for  different  purposes,  like  The  Question  of  Henry 
James,  The  Kafka  Problem,  the  Critics  Group  Ibsen,  and 
others. 

The  chief  fault  with  all  of  these,  particularly  the  false 
symposia,  is  that  they  are  not  specialized  enough:  the 
choice  of  critics  tends  to  be  haphazard  and  overlapping, 
with  many  methods  and  points  of  view  not  represented  at 
all.  In  some  cases  the  fault  lies  in  attempting  to  cover  too 
much  ground,  so  that  the  contributors  never  meet  on  the 
same  subject  at  all,  losing  the  chief  value  of  the  symposium, 
which  is  not  in  the  differences  of  subject-matter,  but  in 
the  differences  of  approach  to  the  same  subject-matter.  A 
wholly  successful  critical  symposium  would  have  to  consist 
in  the  planned  and  organized  co-operation  of  specialists, 
with  the  lines  of  their  specialties  rigidly  drawn  on  the  basis 
of  method  rather  than  subject.  (Even  the  Hound  &  Horn 
Henry  James  issue,  one  of  the  best  of  the  symposia  so  far, 
assigns  most  of  its  contributors  a  reserve  safe  from  poach- 
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ing,  "The  Early  Novels,"  "The  Critical  Prefaces,"  and 
so  on,  and  in  only  a  few  cases  is  the  specialization  purely 
one  of  method,  like  Francis  Fergusson's  study  of  "Drama 
in  The  Golden  Bowl.'')  At  the  same  time  such  a  sym- 
posium would  of  necessity  encourage  an  increasing  division 
of  labor,  men  more  and  more  clearly  demarcating  just 
what  they  are  doing  in  criticism,  and  doing  that  one  thing 
and  nothing  else.  It  would  thus  tend  to  make  modern  critics 
even  more  partial,  limited,  specialized,  and  fragmentary, 
but  they  would  gain  in  depth  and  assurance  by  way  of 
compensation,  and  the  whole  critical  job  would  have  the 
virtues  of  scope  and  completeness  that  the  modem  critic 
can  rarely  get  except  at  the  cost  of  superficiality. 

What  possibilities  are  there  in  practice  for  such  a  sym- 
posium criticism?  First,  of  course,  there  are  the  literary 
quarterlies,  in  their  special  numbers  on  a  man  or  a  topic. 
Even  granting  that  the  planning  and  organization  were 
ideal,  their  handicap  is  that  they  are  rarely  in  complete 
control:  they  cannot  get  any  critic  or  type  of  critic  they 
want  for  any  project  and  perforce  have  to  make  do  with 
what  they  can  get;  they  lack  the  power  to  impose  rigid 
limits  of  subject  or  method  on  professional  critics,  who 
tend  to  spread  out  automatically,  or  the  money  to  make  it 
worth  the  critic's  while  to  remain  within  imposed  limits; 
their  information  as  to  just  who  is  capable  of  doing  what 
is  always  haphazard;  they  are  restricted  to  the  amount  of 
detailed  critical  study  their  readers  will  put  up  with;  and 
frequently  they  are  forced  to  build  a  symposium  around 
work  already  written  for  other  purposes  and  fill  in  the 
cracks  as  best  they  can,  sometimes  in  the  office.  A  new 
magazine,  calling  itself  the  Critic  or  the  Symposium, 
devoted  to  a  detailed  collective  study  of  a  man  or  a  book 
or  a  poem  in  each  issue,  aquiring  and  training  a  body  of 
specialist  critics  capable  of  doing  the  things  it  wanted  done, 
and  gaining  the  prestige  to  get  independent  critics  to  bend 
their  work  to  its  purposes  and  readers  to  like  it,  could 
solve  some  of  these  problems;  others  would  still  remain.^ 

2  The  closest  thing  to  this  ideal  in  existence  is  probably  the  English 
critical  magazine  Scrutiny,  which  certainly  has  both  the  body  of  co- 
operating talents  and  the  requisite  prestige.  Its  scope  is  too  limited 
ever  to  give  the  complete  picture,  however,  and  its  celebrated  "scru- 
tinies," or  co-operative  surveys,  have  tended  to  be  on  cultural  or  edu- 
cational problems  rather  than  on  writers  or  literary  works. 


398  ATTEMPTS   AT   AN   INTEGRATION 

Next  there  are  the  universities,  which  have  the  money 
and  prestige  for  such  a  project  and  are  accustomed  to 
procedures  of  specialization  and  teamwork  almost  identi- 
cal, in  research  of  all  sorts.  Whether  they  would  be  likely 
to  indulge  it  in  so  dubious  an  activity  as  criticism,  either 
in  the  form  of  a  magazine,  a  series  of  books,  or  even  the 
organization  of  their  own  literature  studies  in  such  a 
fashion  is  another  thing.  One  of  the  most  encouraging 
signs  is  the  recent  publication  by  the  press  of  Princeton 
University  of  several  series  of  papers  on  literature  and 
the  humanities,  including  The  Intent  of  the  Artist,  The 
Intent  of  the  Critic,  and  The  Language  of  Poetry,  each  of 
them  a  small  excellent  symposium  by  four  or  five  spe- 
cialized authorities.  Another  is  the  sponsorship,  by  the 
English  Institute,  of  precisely  such  a  symposium  or  ex- 
periment in  co-operative  criticism  as  is  here  described. 
A  seminar  was  held  at  Columbia  University  during  a  week 
in  September  1941,  under  the  direction  of  Norman  Holmes 
Pearson  of  Yale.  Four  critics  spoke  for  an  hour  each  on 
the  same  poem,  each  on  a  different  day.  The  critics  chosen 
were  Horace  Gregory,  Lionel  Trilling,  Cleanth  Brooks, 
and  Frederick  Pottle  (a  fifth  critic  invited,  Morton  Dau- 
wen  Zabel,  was  not  able  to  be  present) .  The  poem  chosen 
was  Wordsworth's  "Ode  on  Intimations  of  Immortality." 
The  audience  numbered  almost  a  hundred.  I  was  not  pres- 
ent at  the  affair,  but  from  Donald  Stauffer's  account  of  it 
in  "Cooperative  Criticism:  A  Letter  from  the  Critical 
Front"  in  the  Kenyon  Review,  Winter  1942,  I  would  guess 
that  its  relative  failure  lay  chiefly  in  its  narrowness  of 
range.  An  even  more  encouraging  long-range  sign  is  the 
existence  of  a  few  teachers  in  universities  throughout  the 
country  (among  them  Professor  Leonard  Brown  of  Syra- 
cuse University,  under  whom  I  studied)  whose  advanced 
literature  classes  study  by  the  symposium  method,  with 
each  student  tackling  the  work  over  a  long  period  from  a 
different  viewpoint  and  method,  and  the  whole  organized 
and  shaped  by  the  teacher.  Besides  the  quarterlies  and  the 
universities,  no  likely  area  for  the  critical  symposium  to 
flourish  in  comes  to  mind.  A  good  many  oral  critical  sym- 
posia go  on  over  the  radio  and  in  various  forums,  but  the 
nature  of  impromptu  speaking  and  the  demands  of  a  mass 
audience  tend  to  confine  them  to  inevitable  triviality  (as 
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a  reading  of  the  published  programs  of  one  of  the  best  of 
them,  Invitation  to  Learning,  makes  unhappily  clear). 

One  of  the  greatest  hopes  for  collective  criticism  by 
symposium  is  that  it  would  be  equipped  to  unravel  works 
so  complex  that  they  have  not  yet  been  successfully  dealt 
with  by  any  individual  critic.  Moby  Dick  is  the  obvious 
example  here.  When  Matthiessen  remarked  in  the  intro- 
duction to  American  Renaissance:  "I  have  not  yet  seen 
in  print  an  adequately  detailed  scrutiny  ...  of  Moby- 
Dick,''  he  was  understating  badly;  we  have  not  yet  had 
any  reading  that  made  much  sense  beyond  the  most  super- 
ficial and  one-dimensional.  To  perhaps  a  lesser  extent  this 
is  true  of  every  great  work  of  literature;  all  readings  are 
inadequate,  and  we  only  satisfy  ourselves  by  an  act  of 
impromptu  collective  criticism,  by  suspending  several  in 
our  mind  at  once.  Even  where  we  are  satisfied  with  our 
reading  of  the  work,  the  addition  of  other  meanings  gives 
it  greater  depth  and  richness.  When  the  old-fashioned 
Shakespeare  professor  tells  his  class  that  Hamlet's  line  to 
Polonius  about  Ophelia:  "Let  her  not  walke  i'  th'  Sunne," 
does  not  carry  any  weight  unless  it  is  seen  as  a  complicated 
pun,  with  at  least  the  four  suggestions  of  the  sun  as  a 
source  of  madness,  corruption  and  decay,  the  King  and 
his  court,  and  the  son  (Hamlet),  added  to  its  explicit 
meaning  of  pregnancy  by  spontaneous  generation,  he  is 
not  suddenly  enlisted  in  the  cause  of  Empsonian  ambi- 
guity, but  merely  recognizing  that  no  one  meaning,  how- 
ever reasonable,  quite  explains  the  line's  sense  of  signifi- 
cance and  ominousness. 

In  so  far  as  great  works,  or  key  spots  in  any  work,  or 
the  bulk  of  serious  modem  literature  as  a  special  product 
of  the  divided  modern  mind,  all  have  many  levels  of 
meaning,  we  must  have  a  many-leveled  criticism  to  deal 
with  them.  Essentially  this  means  that  where  the  work  is 
worth  the  trouble,  the  critic  going  into  it  with  any  vocab- 
ulary will  emerge  with  a  meaning  paraphrasable  in  that 
vocabulary.  Increasingly  this  has  been  generally  recog- 
nized in  recent  times.  Charles  Baudouin,  in  Psychoanalysis 
and  AEsthetics,  speaks  of  it  as  "multiple  parallelism"  and 
compares  it  with  a  polyglot  Bible.  Richards  calls  it  "mul- 
tiple definition"  or  "multiple  interpretation,"  and  it  is  ac- 
tually (as  noted  above  in  the  chapter  on  Richards)  the 
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subject  of  all  his  work.  Burke  calls  it  "multiple  causation" 
and  speaks  of  "a  set  of  widening  circles,  ranging  from 
the  uniquely  particularized,  through  placement  in  terms  of 
broad  cultural  developments,  to  absolute  concepts  of  rela- 
tionship or  ground."  Erich  Fromm  is  working  from  a  simi- 
lar concept  in  things  like  his  palimpsest  reading  of  Kafka 
in  psychoanalytic,  social,  and  religious  terms,  as  is  Harry 
Slochower  in  his  psychoanalytic,  social  and  philosophic 
readings  of  Mann  and  other  writers.  William  Troy  is  after 
the  same  thing  in  his  mythic,  psychoanalytic,  and  social 
readings  of  a  number  of  authors,  as  well  as  in  his  cam- 
paign to  revive  the  medieval  "four  levels  of  meaning"  or 
something  analogous;  and  on  a  smaller  scale  Jack  Lindsay 
operates  similarly  in  his  Marxist,  psychoanalytic,  and  an- 
thropological readings.  F.  C.  Prescott's  "multiple  signifi- 
cance," Herbert  MuUer's  "multiple  meaning  and  multi- 
valence,"  Donald  A.  Stauffer's  "multiplex  meanings,"  and 
Raymond  Preston's  "co-operative  reading"  all  approximate 
it;  Empson's  "ambiguity"  points  at  it,  and  Philip  Wheel- 
wright's "plurisignation"  and  Austin  Warren's  "concurrent 
multivalence"  come  even  closer.  All  criticism  of  Finnegans 
Wake  has  been  automatically  pluralistic  from  the  first. 

Whatever  this  type  of  criticism  is  called,  plural  or  mul- 
tiple or  many-leveled,  it  is  clearly  becoming  increasingly 
essential.  We  might  if  we  wish  call  it  "continuum  criti- 
cism" and  leave  a  place  for  all  possible  levels  of  meaning 
on  a  continuum  from  the  most  completely  individual,  sub- 
jective, and  personal  (the  unconscious)  to  the  most  com- 
pletely social,  objective,  and  impersonal  (the  historical). 
The  addition  of  Jung's  "racial  unconscious"  would  bring 
the  two  ends  of  our  continuum  together  in  a  circle.  Thus 
we  could  take,  say,  Eliot's  symbol  of  the  Waste  Land  in 
the  poem  of  that  name,  a  symbol  of  great  depth  and  com- 
plexity, and  read  it  at  any  level  we  cared  to  insert  a  vocab- 
ulary: at  the  most  intimate  level,  to  the  Freudian,  it  would 
be  castration  and  impotence;  at  a  more  conscious  level, 
to  a  post-Freudian  psychology,  perhaps  the  fear  of  artistic 
sterility;  on  the  daily-life  level,  in  the  biographical  terms 
of  Van  Wyck  Brooks,  the  symbol  of  Eliot's  preconversion 
state;  on  a  more  social  level,  to  a  critic  like  Parrington, 
the  empty  life  of  the  artist  or  the  frustration  of  the  upper 
class;   to   Eliot   himself,   the   irreligion   of   the  times;   in 
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broadly  historical  terms,  to  the  Marxist,  the  decay  of 
capitalism;  in  Jungian  terms,  the  archetypal  ritual  of  re- 
birth. Similarly,  the  symbol  of  Mynheer  Peeperkom  in 
Mann's  Magic  Mountain  would  range  from  the  (Edipal 
father,  through  the  forceful  rival  personality,  to  the  power 
of  agrarian  capital  or  the  Com  God;  Hitler's  concept  of 
German  unity  in  Mein  Kampf  would  range  from  the  CEdi- 
pal  mother,  through  "in  unity  there  is  strength,"  to  such 
events  in  history  as  the  absorption  of  Austria  and  Czecho- 
slovakia, and  so  forth.  In  the  symbol  or  work  of  depth 
there  are  as  many  meanings  as  critics  can  find  levels  or 
vocabularies  with  which  to  explore;  name  it,  in  other 
words,  and  you  can  have  it. 

There  is  another  advantage  to  this  sort  of  multiple- 
level  or  plural-meaning  criticism.  Thinking  about  the  fact 
that  Italian  criticism  contemporary  with  it  completely 
ignored  the  Commedia  dell'  Arte,  and  that  Elizabethan 
criticism  for  a  long  time  completely  ignored  Shakespeare 
and  the  Elizabethan  drama,  the  critic  sometimes  gets  the 
nightmare  idea  that  we  in  our  time  may  similarly  be 
ignoring  works  and  whole  art  forms  that  will  ultimately 
prove  to  be  of  greater  significance  than  anything  with 
which  we  deal.  By  sampling  the  movies,  the  detective 
story,  the  radio,  and  the  comic  book,  the  likely  fields  for 
this  great  ignored  art  form  in  our  time,  the  critic  generally 
manages  to  assuage  his  fears.  Nevertheless,  the  nightmare 
itself  is  significant.  What  is  actually  disturbing  his  peace 
of  mind  is  the  tremendous  responsibility  the  individual 
critic  carries.  He  is,  alone  and  on  the  authority  of  his  own 
knowledge,  taste,  and  intelligence,  the  sole  guardian  of  art 
and  its  magic  portals.  A  collective  or  symposium  criticism 
would  have  the  virtue  not  only  of  establishing  a  multi- 
plicity of  readings  and  meanings,  but  also  of  giving  them 
all  a  hearing,  and  in  the  last  analysis  of  establishing  some 
true  and  valid  ones.  It  would  be  not  only  plural,  but  in  a 
very  real  sense  dialectic  or  dramatistic.  From  the  inter- 
play of  many  minds,  even  many  errors,  truth  arises,  as 
our  wise  men  have  known  since  Plato's  dialogues.  This 
synthesis  of  critical  method  is  not  simple  multiplicity  or 
plurality  or  anarchy,  but  a  genuine  dialectic  contest  or 
agon.  From  it,  too,  truth  will  arise.  We  may  get  ii  within 
the  individual  critic,  in  an  integrated  method,  or  outside 
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the  individual  critic,  in  the  group  symposium,  but  in  some 
form  or  other  we  must  get  it.  And  "we"  here  stands  for 
the  whole  world,  for  where  "truth"  is  at  issue,  we  are  all 
of  necessity  critics. 
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374.  375'  377'  381,  382 
Cowley,  Malcolm,  129,  207,  208, 

210,  227,  354-5,  356,  391 
Crabtree,  Lotta,  115,   129,  222-3 
Crane,  Hart,  23,  25,  29,   30,  81, 

85,    129,    199,    204,   206,   209, 

210,  215,  271,  331 
Crane,  Stephen,  129 
Crapsey,  Adelaide,  27 
Crashaw,    Richard,    244 
Crawley,  A.  E.,  123 
Crime    and    Punishment    (Dosto- 

yevsky),  230 
"Critical  Method  of  R.  P.  Black- 

mur,  The"   (Schwartz),  220 
"Critical  Prefaces  of  Henry  James, 

The"    (Blackmur),    233 
"Criticism   and   Primitive  Ritual" 

(Bodkin),  158 
"Critic's  Job  of  Work,  A"  (Black- 
mur), 200,  207,  208,  214,  215, 

228,  234,  236,  385 
Critique  of  Humanism,  The  (Grat- 

tan),  45,   213,   396 
Critique  scientifique.  La   (Henne- 

quin),    302 
Crockett,  Davy,  116,  117-18,  119, 

128-9 
Croly,  Herbert,   112 
Ciomwell,  194,  260 


Crosby,  Harry,  129 

"Cross,  The"   (Tate),  29 

Cuchulainn,    125 

Cummings,  E.   E.,  99,   198,  201, 

204,   210,  212,   224,  264,  265, 

345'   396 

Dahlberg,   Edward,    153 
Daiches,  David,  282,  358 
Damon,  S.  Foster,  120 
Dana,  Richard  Henry,  99 
"Dangers    of    Authorship,     The" 

(Blackmur),  207 
Daniel,  Samuel,  30 
Dante  Alighieri,    13,   47,    57,   63, 

66,  68,  83,  91,  126,  127,  136, 

137,   203,   206,   218,   229,   355 
"Dante"  (Eliot)   317 
Dark  of  the  Moon,  89 
Darwin,  Charles,  6,  7,  251,  257, 

330,  351,  370 
Daryush  Elizabeth,  23,  26-7,  29, 

51 
Davidson,    Donald,    72,    75 
Davis,  Robert  Gorham,  159 
Davy    Crockett     (Rourke),     117, 

130 
Day  Lewis,  Cecil,   81-2,  90,   132 
De  Anima    (Aristotle),    142 
"De  Blue  Tail  Fly,"  120-1 
Death   in   Venice    (Mann),    126, 

341 
Death    of    Chiistophei    Mailow, 

The  (Hotson),  192 
"Death   of   Little   Boys"    (Tate), 

52 
Debussy,  Claude,  218 
Decline  and  Fall  of  the  Romantic 

Ideal,  The   (Lucas),   188 
Deersiayer,  The  (Cooper),  35,  36 
Defeat    of   Baudelaire,    The    (La- 

forgue),  199 
Defoe,  Daniel,  25,  95 
Degeneration    (Nordaur),    107 
Dekker,  Thomas,   172 
De  la  Mare,  Walter,  283 
Delusion  and  Dream  in  Wilhelm 

Jensen's  Gradiva    (Freud),   146 
Demetrius,   237-8 
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Dennis,   John,    38-9,   40,   41,    51 
De    Quincey,    Thomas,    106,    301 
Descartes,  Rene,  19,  143,  162 
Destinations    (Munson),    359 
Destructive  Element,  The   (Spen- 
der), 218 
Determinations,   272 
De   Voto,   Bernard,   9,    103,    131, 

222,  226 
Dewey,    John,    7,    17,    240,    272, 

312-13,    354,    359 
Dialogues    (Plato),   208 
Dickens,  Charles,  95,  108 
Dickens,  Dali  &  Others  (Orwell), 

307 
Dickinson,  Emily,  33,  34,  35,  36, 

45.  57.  77.  78,  i99»  233 
Dilke  Collection,   162 
Dionysus,   204 
"Discipline   of    Humanism,    The" 

(Blackmur),  213 
Discoveries    (Jonson),    373 
"Dixie,"    120 
Do    These    Bones    Live     (Dahl- 

berg),    154 
Dobrolyubov,  Nikolai,  220 
"Doctrine  of  Self-Expression,  The" 

(Brooks),   98 
Dodgson,     Charles;     see    Carroll, 

Lewis 
Don  Juan  and  the  Double  (Rank), 

147 
Don  Quixote  (Cervantes),  102 
Donne,  John,  30,  55,  76,  77,  78, 

79,  257,  291,  292,  293,   325 
Dostoyevsky,  Fyodor,  47,  146,  206, 

230,  233,  235 
"Dostoyevsky       and       Parricide" 

(Freud),   145-6 
Double  Agent,   The    (Blackmur), 

47,  197,  198-9,  200,  201,  203, 

204-10,    214,    215,    227,    228, 

230 
Douglas,  Major,  72 
Dowden,  Edward,  183,  184 
Dowson,  Ernest,   61 
Draft     oi      Thirty      Cantos,      A 

(Pound),  201-2 
Drama    and   Society   in    the   Age 


oi  Jonson  (Knights),  272,  273- 

4 
"Drama    in    The    Golden    Bowl, 

The"  (Fergusson),  355,  397 
Drayton,   Michael,    30,    163 
Dreiser,  Theodore,  110,  222 
Dryden,    John,    25,    27,    42,    56, 

59,  63,  68,  78,  81,  84,  87,  166, 

181,  211,  251,  255,  257,  273 
Dupee,  F.  W.,  102 
Durkheim,  Emile,   157 
Dyce,  Rev.  Alexander,  191 

E.  M.  Forster  (Trilling),  319 
"East   Coker"    (Eliot),    90,    264, 

325 

Eastman,  Max,  19 

Eberhart,  Richard,  262 

Eckermann,  Johann  Peter,  349 

Economic  History  oi  English  Lit- 
erature, An,  19 

Education  &  the  University  (Lea- 
vis),  275,  317 

Education  of  Henry  Adams,  7'he 
(Adams),    103,    229,    338 

Edwards,  Jonathan,  95,  98,  102, 
122 

Edwin  Arlington  Robinson  (Win- 
ters), 23,  27,  34 

Ehrenfels,  Christian  von,   155 

Eidetic  Imagery  (Jaensch),  363 

Einstein,  Albert,    155 

Elder  Edda  and  Ancient  Scandi- 
navian Drama,  The  (Phillpots), 

17 

"Elegy  Written  in  a  Country 
Churchyard"  (Gray),  78,  248, 
269 

Eliot,  George,  61 

Eliot,  T.  S.,  8,  15,  25,  28,  29, 
31,  47,  48,  51,  54-91,  92,  98, 
119,  124,  138,  156,  158,  194, 
197,,  203,  206,  207,  208,  210, 
211,  212-13,  218,  222,  225, 
226,  264,  265,  268,  273,  275, 
282,  283,  317,   318,  320,  331, 

355.  359»  378,  383,  386,  387* 
390,  395,  400;  his  method,  54- 
68;    his    conversion    to    Anglo- 


vm 
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Catholicism,  69-73;  his  concern 
for  a  mass  audience,  73-4;  and 
other  contemporary  traditional 
criticism,  75-82;  influences  on, 
82-4;  and  the  poet  as  critic, 
84-91 

Elizabethan  theater,  190 

Elizabethan  World  Picture  (Till- 
yard),    175 

Ellison,   Ralph,    358 

Emerson,  Ralph  Waldo,  9,  31,  33, 
34,  96,  98,  111,  112,  303,  304, 

339'  373 
Emerson  and  Others  (Brooks),  98 
"Emerson:    Six   Episodes" 

(Brooks),    98,    111 
Emmett,   Dan,    120 
Empson,    William,    20,    55,    84, 
141,  151,  152,  178,  182-3,  189, 
204,  214-15,  234,  237-77,  3i5» 
316,  317,   318,  319,   320,  322, 
363,  387,  388,  390,   391,  394, 
400;   his  method,   237-55;   tra- 
dition  of  his  method,   255-61; 
relation    to    other    critics    and 
critical  techniques,  261-71;  and 
close   reading,    271-6;    problem 
of  his  method,  276-7 
"Empson's    Poetry"     (Eberhart), 

262 
"En   Passant"    (Robinson),   47 
Encantadas,    The    (Melville),    36 
Endymion    (Keats),    163,    164 
Enemy  of  the  People,  An  (Ibsen), 

337 
Engels,  Friedrich,  219,  273,  388- 

9 
English  Pastoral  Poetry  (Empson) ; 
see  Some  Veisions  of  Pastoral 
"Essay  on  Coleridge"  (Mill),  309 
"Essay  on  the  Dramatic  Character 
of    Sir    John    Falstaff"     (Mor- 
gann),  191 
Essay    on     the    Human     Under- 
standing  (Locke),   166 
Essays    (Montaigne),    208 
Essays      Ancient      and      Modern 
(Eliot),   69;  see  also  Foi  Lan- 
celot Andrewes 


Essays   in   Applied  Psychoanalysis 

(Jones),  148 
Essential  Shakespeare,  The  (Wil- 
son), 184 
Esther    (Adams),   48 
Ethics    ( Hartman ) ,    157 
Etudes    de    critique    scientifique 

(Hennequin),    303 
Eumenides  (.^schylus),  156,  335 
Euripides,  57,  137 
Euripedes  and  His  Age  (Murray), 

16 
"Euripides  and  Professor  Murray" 

(Eliot),  82 
"Excursis    on    the    Ritual    Forms 

Preserved    in    Greek    Tragedy, 

An"   (Murray),  16 
Exile's    Return     (Cowley),     129, 

207,  223 
Expense  of  Greatness,  The  (Black- 

mur),    197-8,    199,    202,    203, 

206,   217 
"Experiment  in  Criticism"  (Eliot), 

58,  395 
Explorations   (Knights),  272,  274 
Expression     in    America     (Lewi- 

sohn),   153 
Expression    of    Personality,    The 

(Wolff),  154 
"Extension    and    Reintegration    of 
the  Human  Spirit  through  the 
Poetry  Mainly  French  and  Am- 
erican since  Poe  and  Baudelaire, 
The"    (Winters),    28-9 
"Ezra  Pound"    (Eliot),   56,   82 
Ezra  Pound:  His  Metric  and  Po- 
etry (Eliot),  56 

Fable  for   Critics    (Lowell),    113 
Fairfax,   Edward,   81 
Family  Reunion  (Eliot),  156 
Faulkner,  William,  149,  150,  355 
Faust    (Goethe),   134 
"Feather-Bed     for     Critics,     A" 

(Blackmur),  200,  233 
Fechner,  Gustav,   302 
Fecundity       versus       Civilisation 

(Ogden  and  More),  281 
Fels,  Mary,  220 
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Fenellosa,  Ernest,   373 
Fergusson,  Francis,  70,  126-7,  ^9°' 
213'  354'  355-6,  368,  387,  391, 

397 
Fernandez,  Ramon,  355 
Fichte,   Johann   Gottlieb,    381 
Fiction    and    the   Reading   Pubhc 

(Leavis),    272,    273,    305 
Fielding,  Henry,   25 
Fink,    Mike,    116 
Ffnnegans  Wake  (Joyce),  52,  127, 

242,  313,  396,  400 
"First  Anniversary"  (Donne),  325 
Fitzell,  Lincoln,  28 
Fitzgerald,  F.  Scott,  126 
Five  Hundred   Years   oi  Chaucer 

Criticism    and    Allusion    (Spur- 

geon),    162 
"Five   Master   Terms,   The" 

(Burke),    316,   366 
Flaubert,  Gustave,  15-16,  82,  328, 

335 

Fletcher,  John;  see  Beaumont  and 
Fletcher 

Flowering  of  New  England,  The 
(Brooks),  92,  98,  111,  113 

"Flowerishes"    (Burke),  384 

Folklore  oi  Capitalism,  The  (Ar- 
nold),   128 

Folktale,  Fiction  and  Saga  in  the 
Horn  eric  Epics  ( C  arpenter ) , 
178 

Fontanes,  15 

For  Continuity    (Leavis),  272 

For  Lancelot  Andrewes  (Eliot),  55, 
61,  69;  see  also  Essays  Ancient 
and  Modern 

Forces  in  American  Criticism 
(Smith),  49 

Forces  in  Modern  British  Litera- 
ture (Tindall),  158,  270 

"Formulations  Regarding  the  Tv^'O 
Principles  in  Mental  Function- 
ing"   (Freud),    144 

Forster,  Edward  Morgan,  86,  153, 

319 

Forward  from  Liberalism  (Spen- 
der), 339 

Foundations    of    /Esthetics,    The 


(Richards,  Ogden,  and  Wood), 
279-80,  287,  314,  320,  321, 
322 

Foundations  of  the  Theory  of 
Signs   (Morris),  305,  308 

Fountain,  The  (Morgan),  138 

Four  Quartets  (Eliot),  73,  87,  88, 
90,  91 

Fowlie,    Wallace,    108,    127 

Fox,    Ralph,   274 

France,  Anatole,   18,  276 

Franco,  72 

Frank,  Waldo,  9,  10,  42,  108, 
109,   153 

Franklin,  Benjamin,  79,  95,  98, 
102 

Franz  Kafka   (Brod),  108 

Frazer,  Sir  James  G.,  6,  7,  123, 
124,  125,  126,  157,  158,  251, 
369 

Freud,  Sigmund,  6,  7,  82,  96, 
98,  102,  112,  126,  133,  134, 
135,  138,  140-1,  142,  144- 
7,  148,  150,  151,  152,  153,  154, 
155,  157,  158,  159,  160,  168, 
175,  176,  177,  249,  251,  264, 
315,  350,  356,  361,  362,  364, 
367,  372,  383,  388 

"Freud — and  the  Analysis  of  Po- 
etry"  (Burke),  154,  362 

"Freud  and  the  Future"  (Mann), 

159 
Freudianism      and     the     Literary 

Mind  (HoflFman),  158,  223,  251 
"Freud's   Position   in   the  History 

of  Modern  Thought"   (Mann), 

159 

From  Jordan's  Delight  (Black- 
mur),  225 

From  Religion  to  Philosophy 
(Cornford),  16-17,  ^5^ 

From  Ritual  to  Romance  (Wes- 
ton),   16,    124,    225-6 

"From  the  Life  of  Stephen  Crane" 
(Brooks),  98 

From  These  Roots  (Colum),  363 

Fromm,  Erich,  399 

Frost,  Robert,  92,   100,   226,  269 

Fuller,  General  J.  F.  C,  72 


INDEX 


Fuller,  Margaret,   153 

"Function  of  Criticism,  The" 
(Eliot),  8 

Furness  (the  elder),  Horace  How- 
ard,  i8i 

Furness  (the  younger),  Horace 
Howard,    181 

Furnivall,  F.  J.,   186 


Galton,    Francis,    125,    140,    147, 

302 
"Garden,    The"    (Marvell),    248, 

253-4 
Gardiner,  Justice  William,   192 
Garland  for  John  Donne,  A,  396 
Gascoigne,   George,    30,    31 
"Gather  Ye  Rosebuds"  (Herrick), 

29 
Gathering  Stoim,  The  (Empson), 

264 
Gay,  John,   78,  248,  255 
Genera]    Jntroduction    to    Psycho- 
analysis, A  (Freud),  144 
Genius,  The  (Dreiser),  222 
Geoffrey  Chaucer  and  the  Devel- 
opment of  His  Genius  (Lowes) , 
186 
George,  Henry,  200 
"Gerontion"    (Eliot),  29,  90 
"Gestalt    and    Art"     (Arnheim), 

154 
Gestalt    psychology,    154-5,    3^3> 

385.   392 
"Ghost    of    Henry    James,    The" 

(Rosenzweig),    150 
"Giantess,  The"  (Baudelaire),  147 
Gibbon,  Edward,  48,  106 
Gide,  Andr6,  127,  216,  328 
Gift  of  Tongues,  The  (Schlauch), 

271 
Gilbert,   Stuart,   223 
Gilded  Age,  The  (Twain),  102 
Gissing,  George,  95,   io8 
Gladstone,    William   Ewart,   61 
God  Without  Thunder  (Ransom), 

76 
God's  Little  Acre  (Caldwell),  149 


Goethe,    Johann    Wolfgang    von, 

47,  58,  61,  107,  108,  349 
Golden  Bough,  The  (Frazer),  123, 

157,  251,  369 
Golden    Day,    The     (Mumford), 

109 
Goldenweiser,  Alexander,  141,  157 
Goncourts,   the,    15 
Good  European,  The  (Blackmur), 

225 
Googe,  Barnabe,  30,  31 
Gorky,   Maxim,  9 
Gould,  Joseph,  49 
Gourmont,    K6my    de,    68,    303, 

328 
Gradiva   (Jensen),  145,  146 
Graham,  Martha,  381 
Grammar  of  Motives,  A  (Burke), 

12,  267,  316,  327,  335-9,  347, 

351.  354»  355.  361,  3H  3^5. 
369,   378,   381,   382,   383,   384 
Grapes    of    Wrath,    The    (Stein- 
beck), 335 
Grattan,  C.  Hartley,  45,  226 
Graves,    Robert,    151,    186,    263, 

264,  270 
Gray,  Thomas,  78,  248,  269 
Great  Chain  of  Being,  The  (Love- 
joy),   188,  354 
Great   Gatsby,    The    (Fitzgerald), 

135 
Great    Tradition,    The     (Hicks), 

210,   227 
Great  Tudors,  The,  396 
Greeley,   Horace,    111,   114,    115, 

131 
Green,  Henry,   126 
Greene,  Graham,  126 
Gregg,  W.  W.,  183,  184 
Gregory,  Horace,  47,  81,  159,  208, 

398 
Greville,  Sir  Fulke,  30 
Grierson,    Herbert   John   Clifford, 

68 
Grigson,  Geoffrey,  271 
Grimm  Brothers,   123 
Guerin,  Maurice  de,  94,  95 
Guizot,  Francois  Pierre,  14 
GuIhVer's  Travels   (Swift),  102 
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Hamilton,  Alexander,  99 

Hamlet,  137,  145,  164,  177,  195, 
222,  274,  399 

Hamlet  (Shakespeare),  74,  127, 
136,  146,  147,  148,  158,  160, 
167,  170,   171,  173,   178,  180, 

181,  184,     189,     192,     251, 
301 

"Hamlet  and  His  Problems"   (El- 
iot), 65 
Hammett,  Dashiell,  215,  385 
Hanmer,    Sir   Thomas,    167,    180, 

182,  183 
Hanna,  Mark,  129 

Hardy,  Thomas,  27,   29,  42,   78, 

226,  283 
Harmonium    (Stevens),    28 
Harrison,    Jane    Ellen,    116,    123, 

124,   125,   130,  157,   176,   369, 

387 

Hart  Crane  (Horton),  108 

Hartland,  E.  S.,  123 

Hartley,    David,    143 

Hartman,   Nicolai,   157 

Harvitt,   H61^ne,   221 

Hawthorne,  Nathaniel,  25,  32,  33, 
34.  36,  47'  55.  57.  80,  114, 
116,  303;  journals  of,  47 

Hawthorne  (Arvin),  108 

Hazlitt,    William,    56,    166,    190, 

255-6 
Heath,  182,  269,  351 
Hegel,  George   W.   F.,    15,   367, 

381 
Heine,  Heinrich,  47 
Helmholtz,  Herman  von,  302 
Heminge,  John,  241 
Hemingway,  Ernest,  149,  330,  337, 

355 
Henley,  William  Ernest,  135 
Hennequin,  Emile,  302-3 
Henry  TV  (Shakespeare),  167,  252 
Henry  V  (Shakespeare),  182 
Henry  VI   (Shakespeare) :  Part  I, 

190;  Part  11,   170 
Henry  VIII  (Shakespeare),  170 
"Henry   James"    (Eliot),    55 
Henry   James:   The  Major  Phase 

/■Matthiessen),  221 


Henry    Thoreau,    sauvage    (Bazal- 

gette),    96 
Herakles,  119 
Herbert,  George,  36,  275 
Heibeit  Read:  an  introduction  to 

his  work,  396 
Herder,  Johann  Gottfried  von,  13, 

15,  122,  123,   128 
"Heresy    within    Heresy"    (Black- 

mur),   227 
Hering,  Ewald,  302 
Heritage      of      Symbolism,      The 

(Bowra),  202 
Herman  Melville  (Mumford),  153 
Herman    Melville,    Mariner    and 

Mystic  (Weaver),  153 
Hero,  The  (Raglan),  124-5,  147, 

369 
Herodotus,  42,  299 
Herrick,  Robert,  29,  78 
Hicks,    Granville,    90,    109,    208, 

210,   227 
Hill,  Christopher,  357 
"Historical   Interpretation   of   Lit- 
erature"   (Wilson),  62 
History    of    a    Literary    Radical 

(Bourne),   100,  219,  220 
History      of     American      Culture 

(Rourke),    114 
History  of  Ancient  Art  (Winckel- 

mann),   13 
History    of    Civilization    in    Eng- 
land (Buckle),  14 
History     of     English     Literature 

(Taine),  15,   107 
History  of  France  (Michelet),  15 
History    of    the    United    States 

(Adams),  48 
Hitler,  Adolf,   72,  92,   194,   195, 

219.    334-5.  401 
Hobbes,  Thomas,  143,  361 
Hoffman,  Frederick  J.,   158,  221, 

251 
Hofmannstahl,  Hugo  von,  377 
"Hollow  Men,  The"    (Eliot),  28 
Holmes,    Oliver    Wendell,     303, 

304 
"Holy  Sonnet  VH"  (Donne),  291, 

292-3 
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"Homage    to    Sextus    Propertius" 

(Pound),    201 
Homer,  13,  58,  62,  82,  123,  137, 

180,   335 
Hook,  Sidney,  357,  359 
Hope  ioi  Poetry,  A  (Day  Lewis), 

81-2 
Hopkins,  Gerard  Manley,  25,  26, 

46,  67,  70,  72-3,  78,  82,  242, 

264,   295,   396 
Horace,  143 
Horton,  Philip,  108 
Hotson,  J.  Leslie,  192 
House     oi     Seven     Gables,     The 

(Hawthorne),    32 
Housman,     Alfred     Edward,     235 
"How   American    Writers   Earned 

Their  Living,   1940-46"    (Cow- 
ley), 223 
"How  Many  Children  Had  Lady 

Macbeth?"   (Knights),   190 
How    to    Read   a    Book    (Adler), 

324 
How  to  Read  a  Page  (Richards), 

264,   281,  286,  287,    314,   316, 

324 
Howells,   William   Dean,   40,   99, 

116,    131 
HucWeberry    Finn     (Twain),    33, 

102,   103 
"Hugh    Selwyn    Mauberly" 

(Pound),    201 
Hulme,  Thomas  Ernst,  70,  83 
Human   Speech    (Paget),    345 
"Humanism   and   Symbolic  Imagi- 
nation:    Notes     on    Re-reading 

Irving      Babbitt"      (Blackmur), 

Humanism  in  America,  396 
Hume,  David,   338,   343 
Huneker,    James    Gibbons,    109 
Hurd,   Bishop,   257 
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259,  386,  400 
Parv2  Naturalia    (Aristotle),   142 
"Parvenu    Intellectuals,    The" 

(Brooks),  98 
Pascal,  Blaise,  58 
Pasteur,  Louis,  343 
Pater,   Walter,   56,    328 
Pavlov,  L  P.,  151,  287,  363 
Pearce,  Zachary,  253 
Pearson,  Norman  Holmes,  398 
Peer  Gynt   (Ibsen),  337 
Peirce,  Charles  Sanders,  215,  310- 

11,  312-13,  315,  346,  354,  369, 

370 
Pelleas     et     Melisande     (Maeter- 
linck), 218 
Pellew,  J.  D.  C,  291,  293 
Pendennis    (Thackeray),   219 
Pericles   (Shakespeare),   170 
Permanence  and  Change  (Burke), 

315,    329-31,    332,    334,    335, 

339'  345.  346,  347.  35I' 
353-4,  361,  362,  366,  371,  373, 

375'  377'  379'  38°'  382,  383 
Petrarch,  13,  47 
Peyre,  Henri,  19,  223,  224,  270- 

1'  359 
Phare,  Elsie  Ehzabeth,  318 
Phases  of  English  Poetry  (Read), 

75 
Phillpots,  Bertha,  17 
Philosophy    and    Logical    Syntax 

(Carnap),  306 
Philosophy  of  History    (Herder), 

13 
Philosophy  of  Literary  Form,  The 

(Burke),  154,  178,  267,  316, 
332,    334-5'    337'    339'    347' 
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351-2,    354,    361,    362,    363, 

365,    369,    372,    373-4,    376, 

378,  382,  384 
Philosophy     of     Moli^re,     The" 

(Bruneti^re),    349-50 
Philosophy      of     Rhetoiic,      The 

(Richards),     281,     284,     285, 

286,   316,   319 
Phoedrus,  337 
Physiological  Psychology  (Wundt), 

302 
Physique    and    Character     (Kret- 

schmer),   363 
Piaget,  J.,   363 

Piers    Plowman    (Langland),    208 
Pilgiim  of  the  Apocalypse   (Greg- 
ory), 159 
Pilgrimage  of  Henry  James,   The 

(Brooks),  96-7,   110,   130 
Plato,    12,    142,    143,    162,    188, 

208-9,  233,  2^1,  299,  3^°'  322» 

349,  366,  367,  401 
Plumed  Serpent   (Lawrence),  138 
Plutarch,  63,  172 
Pocket  Book  of  Basic  English,  The 

(Richards),  287 
Pocket  Roget's  Thesaurus,  287 
Poe,  Edgar  Allan,  24,  30,  33,  34, 

35,  36,  37,  41,  48,  57,  80,  81, 

99,  153,  303,  3°4 
"Poem   of   Pure   Imagination,  A" 

(Warren),  186 
Poems  (Shakespeare),  163 
"The  Poet"   (Emerson),  373 
Poetic  Mind,  The  (Prescott),  151 
Poetic  Unreason   (Graves),  151 
Poetics,  The  (Aristotle),  12,  142, 

349 

"Poetry  and  Dreams"  (Prescott), 
i6,  150 

Poetry  and  Mathematics  (Bu- 
chanan), 367 

Poetry  of  Gerard  Manley  Hop- 
kins, The   (Phare),   318 

Poets  at  Work,  154,  192 

Politian,  poems  of,  39 

Pope,  Alexander,  14,  30,  39,  56, 
78,  106,  146,  180,  185,  248, 
255,  256,  257,  273,  337 


Porche,   biography  of  Baudelaire, 

149 
Port  of  New  York    (Rosenfeld), 

109 
Portrait  of  a  Lady  (James),  221 
Portrait  of  the  Artist  as  a  Young 

Man  (Joyce),  42,  221 
Portrait  of  the  Artist  as  American 

(Josephson),  109 
Pottle,  Frederick,  398 
Pound,   Ezra,    10,    25,   28,   41-2, 

51,  56,  57,  59,  64,  74,  75,  82, 

84,    89,    162,    197,    201,    205, 

206,  210,  218-19,  ^75'  3°^,  32° 
Poussin,  Nicholas,  256 
"Power  of  the  Eye  in  Coleridge, 

The"    (Cooper),   187 
Practical     Criticism      (Richards), 

140,  223,  281,  283,  285,  287- 

99,    300,    304,    306,    318,    320, 

321,  323 
Pragmatic  Test,  The  (Parkes),  359 
Prairie,  The  (Cooper),  36 
Praz,  Mario,  82,  188 
Preface  to  Shakespeare  (Johnson), 

39 
Prejudices  (Mencken),  129 
Prescott,     Frederick    Clarke,     16, 

150-1,  400 
Prescott,  Orville,  20-1 
Prescott,  William  H.,  80,  99 
Preston,  Raymond,  400 
Priestley,  Joseph,  185 
Primitive   Culture    (Tylor),    123 
Primitive     Paternity     (Hartland), 

123 
Primitivism  and  Decadence  (Win- 
ters), 23,  28,  31,  32,  40,  45,  46, 

357 
Primitivism  and  Related  Ideas  in 

Antiquity  (Lovejoy),  188 
"Principles     of     Emendation     in 

Shakespeare"  (Greg),  183 
Principles  of  Literary  Criticism 
(Richards),  8,  17,  267,  278-9, 
280,  282-3,  3°^'  3°9'  31^'  31 5» 
316,  318,  321,  325 
Principles  of  Topological  Psychol- 
ogy (Levin),  155 


INDEX 


Private  Reader,  The  (Van  Doren), 

21,    202 

"Problem  of  Meaning  in  Primitive 
Languages,  The"  (Malinowski), 

Problem  of  Style,  The    (Murry), 

18 
Problem     of     the     Continuation 

School,  The  (Ogden  and  Best), 

281 
"Problem   of   the   Intrinsic,  The" 

(Burke),  12,  327,  337,  353 
Process  and  Reality  (Whitehead), 

157 

Productive  Thinking  (Werthei- 
mer),    154 

Profane  Virtues,  The  (Quennell), 
108 

"Program"  (Burke),  329,  377 

Prokosch,    Frederick,   235 

"Proleta  )n  Literature"  (Emp- 
son),  248 

Propertius,  Sextus,  202,  206 

Proust,  Marcel,  57,  101,  102 

Ps)'choana]ysjs  and  /Esthetics 
(Baudouin),  141,  148,  399 

"Psychoanalysis  and  Criticism" 
(Read);  see  "Nature  of  Criti- 
cism, The" 

"Psychological  Criticism  and  Dra- 
matic  Conventions"    (Bodkin), 

139 

"Psychological  Notes  on  the  Po- 
etical Process"   (Amheim),  154 

"Psychology  and  Art  To-day" 
(Auden),  152 

"Psychology  and  Poetry"    (Jung), 

134 
Psychology  of  Artistic  Creation,  A 

(Reese),  154 
Psychology    of    the    Unconscious 

(Jung),  134 
Purgatorio   (Dante),  83 
Pushkin,  Alexander  Sergeyevich,  47 

Quennell,  Peter,  io8 

Quest  for  Salvation  in  an  Ancient 
and  a  Modern  Play,  The  (Bod- 
kin),  156-7 


Question   of   Henry   James,   The, 

396 
Quintessence    of    Ihsenism,    The 

(Shaw),  350 

Raglan,  Fitzroy  Somerset,  Baron, 
124-5,  130,  147,  360 

Rahv,  Philip,   357 

RamWer,  The,  39,  300 

Rank,  Otto,  17,  125,  135,  147, 
148,  363 

Ransom,  John  Crowe,  4,  10,  12, 
19,  31,  47,  54,  55,  62,  70,  75, 
76-7,  78,  79,  80,  85-6,  87,  217, 
237,  239,  243,  261,  267-8,  272, 
305,  309,  318,  337,  339,  357, 
358,   368-9,  381,   387 

"Rape  of  the  Lock"    (Pope),  78 

Reactionary  Essays  on  Poetry  and 
Ideas  (Tate),  77,  201,  333 

Read,  Herbert,  14,  59,  72,  75, 
83,  107,  152,  211,  270,  284, 
317,   321,  387 

Reading  and  Pupil  Development 
(Richards),  324 

Reason  and  Romanticism  (Read), 
152 

Reason  in  Madness  (Tate),  19, 
77.  85,  318 

"Rebecca  and  Rowena"  (Thack- 
eray),   218 

Reese,  H.  E.,  154 

Reese,  Lizette  Woodward,  41 

"Relation  of  the  Poet  to  Day- 
Dreaming,  The"    (Freud),   144 

"Religion  and  Literature"  (Eliot), 
70 

Renan,  Joseph  Ernest,  14 

Renoir,  F.  A.,   172 

RepuWic,  The  (Plato),  12,  142, 
281,    349 

Republic  of  Plato,  The  (Rich- 
ards), 286 

"Request  to  Leda"  (Thomas), 
270 

Revaluation  (Leavis),  78,  272, 
273 

Revolt  Against  Dualism,  The 
(Lovejoy),   188 
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"Rhetoric  of  Hitler's  Battle,  The" 

(Burke),   334,   374-5 
Ribot,  Theodule  Armand,  148 
Rice,  Dan,  120 
Richard      Dehmel      (Slochower), 

356 

Richards,  Ivor  Armstrong,  8,  17, 
19,  20,  21,  45,  66,  83-4,  140, 
143,  151,  154,  174,  176,  178, 
194,  214,  215,  217,  223,  234, 
240,  261-4,  2^^»  ^^7'  ^^^' 
270,  272,  275,  276-7,  278-326, 
35O'  351.  353'  354'  358,  362, 
363'  365^  37O'  373'  3^7'  388, 
389,  390,  391,  394,  399-400; 
his  significance,  278-9;  his 
method,  279-99;  tradition  of 
his  method,  299-303;  other 
contemporary  criticism  in  his 
method,  303-8;  influences  on, 
308-14;  influence  on  others, 
314-19;  interest  in  Orient, 
319-20;  and  Basic  English, 
314,  321-4 

Richardson,  Dorothy,  42 

Richardson,   Samuel,    106 

Riding,  Laura,  199,  263,  264 

Riegl,  Alois,  257 

Riley,  James  Whitcomb,  99 

Rimbaud,  Jean  Nicolas  Arthur, 
82,  101 

Rimbaud  (Fowlie),  108 

Rime  oi  the  Ancient  Mariner 
(Coleridge),  79,  136,  137,  140, 
185,   186,   187,   235,  283,   333, 

335'  349'  353'  358 
"Rise    of    American    Theatricals, 

The"  (Rourke),  121 
Rivers,  W.  H.  R.,  151,  178,  363 
Road   to   Xanadu,   The    (Lowes), 

163,  185-7 
Roberts,  Elizabeth  Madox,  29 
Roberts,  W.  Rhys,   299 
Robinson,    Edwin    Arlington,    27, 

29,  31,  34,  37,  44,  47,  81 
Robinson,  Henry  Morton,  127 
Rochester,  John  Wilmot,  Earl  of, 

105 
Rockefeller,  John  D.,  94 


Rockefeller,  John  D.,  Jr.,  104,  105 

Rockwell,  Norman,   122 

Roderick  Hudson   (James),  221 

Rodman,  Selden,   355 

Roheim,  Geza,  141 

Rohm,  195 

Roman  de  Troie,  185 

Romantic  Agony,  The  (Praz),  186 

Romeo  and  Juliet  (Shakespeare), 
166 

Romulus,   125 

"Roots  of  American  Culture, 
The"   (Rourke),  119 

Roots  of  American  Culture,  The 
(Rourke),  119,  122,  131 

Rosenfeld,  Paul,  108,  109 

Rosenzweig,  Saul,  150,  159 

Rostand,  Edmond,  58-9 

Rourke,  Constance,  9,  114-31, 
385,  388,  395;  her  method, 
114-22;  tradition  of  her 
method,  122-3;  other  contem- 
porary criticism  in  her  tradi- 
tion, 123-9;  and  Van  Wyck 
Brooks,  130-1 

Rousseau,  Jean- Jacques,  49,  122 

Rousseau  and  Romanticism  (Bab- 
bitt), 188,  350 

Rousselot,  Abb6,  306 

Rowe,  Nicholas,   180 

Rukeyser,  Muriel,  358 

Rylands,  George  H.  W.,  166,  192, 
316 

Rymer,   Thomas,    38,   41,   51,   61 

Sacred   Wood,    The    (Eliot),   67, 

69,  74,   178 
Saint-Pol-Roux,  223 
Sainte-Beuve,    Charles    Augustine, 

14,  15,  16,  18,  57,  98,  106,  111 
Sainte-Beuve's      Critical      Theory 

(MacClintock),    14 
Saintsbury,  George,  9,  64 
Salazar,  72 

Samson  Agonistes   (Milton),  25 
Samuei  Johnson   (Krutch),  108 
Sanctis,  Francesco  de,  98 
Sanctuary  (Faulkner),  149 
Sand,  George,  16,  257 
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Sandburg,  Carl,  92,  217,  235 

Sanford,  John,   81 

"Sanity  of  Genius,  The"  (Lamb), 

Santayana,  George,  64,  213,   327, 

348,  366,  373 
Sappho,  42 
Sarah  Orne  Jewett  (Matthiessen), 

108 
Scarf e,  Francis,  82,  357 
Scarlet  Letter,  The  (Hawthorne), 

Scattering  Branches:  Tributes  to 
the  Memory  of  W.  B.  Yeats, 
396 

Scepticisms:  Notes  on  Contempo- 
rary Poetry    (Aiken),    17,    151, 

315 
Schelhng,  Friedrich  Wilhelm  von, 

188,  381 
Schlauch,     Margaret,     271,     363, 

383.  397 
Schlegel,    August    Wilhelm    von, 

123 
Schnitzler,   Arthur,    377 
Schopenhauer,  Arthur,  107,  339 
Schorer,   Mark,    108,    319 
Schiicking,   Levin  L.,    304 
Schwartz,  Delmore,  71,  220,  358 
Schwerin,  Horace,   307 
Science    and    Criticism    (Muller), 

270,   318-19,   358 
Science    and    Poetry    (Richards), 

280-1,    283,     316,     317,     319, 

325 
Science    and    Sanity    (Korzybski), 

306 
"Science,    Art    and    Technology" 

(Morris),  305 
Scott,  Sir  Walter,   106,  199,  218 
Scrutiny    group;     see    Cambridge 

school 
Seaver,  Edwin,  331 
"Second  Coming,  The"    (Yeats), 

202 
Second  Common  Reader  (Woolf), 

107 
Second  World,  The   (Blackmur), 

225 


"Secular    Conversions"     (Burke), 

362 
Selected  Essays    (Eliot),    55,    317 
Selected   Poems    (Pound),    56 
"Semantic   and    Poetic   Meaning" 

(Burke),    365,    372 
Semantics  (Walpole),  264 
S^nancour,  Etienne  Pivert  de,  94, 

95 

Seneca,  57,  59,  218 

Sensations  oi  Tone  (Helmholtz), 
302 

"Serenade  at  the  Villa"  (Brown- 
ing), 52 

Serpent,  Le  (Valery),  57 

Seven  Pillars  of  Wisdom  (Law- 
rence),   202-3 

Seven  Questions  on  American 
Writing  (Partisan  Review),  226 

Seven  Types  of  Ambiguity  (Emp- 
son),  182-3,  215,  237-41,  245, 
249,  251,  261,  262,  263-4, 
268,  317;  revised  edition,  245-6 

Severn,  Joseph,   162 

"Shadow  and  Shade"    (Tate),  29 

Shakespeare,  William,  10,  25,  30, 
38,  39,  42,  48,  59,  61,  63,  66, 
68,  74,  75,  76,  77,  78,  86,  108, 
125,  147,  155,  158,  160,  161, 
179,  199,  206,  215,  221,  240- 
1,  243,  244,  246,  248,  251, 
252-3,  257,  261,  270,  271,  290, 
316,  317,  328,  331,  344,  345, 
346,  349,  374,  383,  385,  399, 
401;  Keats'  copies  of,  210-11; 
see  also  Shakespeare  scholar- 
ship 

Shakespeare  and  the  Nature  of 
Man  (Spencer),  178 

"Shakespeare  and  the  Stoicism  of 
Seneca"  (Eliot),  59,  62 

Shakespeare  Association,  165 

Shakespeare  scholarship,  180-93, 
241-2 

Shakespeare   Studies    (StoU),    188 

Shakespeare  versus  Shallow  (Hot- 
son),   192  . 

Shakespearean    Gleanings    (Cham-  1 
bers),   174  ' 
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Shakespearean    Tempest,    The 

(Knight),   222 
Shakespearean  Tragedy  (Bradley), 

189,  228 
Shakespeare's  Imagery  and  What 

It   Tells   Us    (Spurgeon),    161, 

165-75,  186,   193,  267 
Shakespeare's    Imagination    (Arm- 
strong), 175-8 
■'Shakespeare's   Iterative   Imagery" 

(Spurgeon),  165-7 
Shakespeare's    Mystery    Play:     A 

Study  of  the  Tempest    (Still), 

125;  see  also  Timeless  Theme, 

The 
Shape    of   Books   to    Come,    The 

(Adams),   21 
Shapiro,  Karl,  192 
Shaw,    George    Bernard,    61,    80, 

Sheeler,  Charles,  118-19,  128 
Shelley,  Percy  Bysshe,  26,  60,  61, 
79,    142,    151,    152,    260,    329, 

337 
"Shepherd's  Calendar"   (Spenser), 

256 
Sherrington,  C.  S.,  363 
"Shorter      Poems      of      Thomas 

Hardy"  (Blackmur),  233 
Sidney,    Sir   Ehilip,   40,   44,    243, 

256,  329 
Signs,     Language    and    Behavior 

(Morris),  305 
Sinclair,  Upton,  220 
Sitwell,  Edith,  265 
"Sixteenth      Century      Lyric      in 

England,   The"    (Winters),    31 
Skeat,  Walter  William,  i86 
Skeleton  Key  to  Finnegans  Wake 

(Campbell      and      Robinson), 

127 
Skelton,  John,  57,  191 
Sketches  in  Ciiticism  (Brooks) ,  98 
Slochower,  Harry,  259,   354,   356, 

391,  400 
Smith,  Bernard,  49 
Smith,  G.  Eliot,  157,  226 
Smith,  J.  Allen,  80 
Smuts,  Jan  Christian,  194 


Sociology  of  Literary  Taste,   The 

(Sch licking),  304 
Socrates,  349,  367 
"Sohrab  and   Rustum"    (Arnold), 

339 
Some  Versions  of  Pastoral  (Emp- 

son),    237,    246-55,    259,   261, 

266,  267,  268,  270,  272,  275, 

277 
Sonnenschein,  E.  A.,  306 
"Sonnet  94"   (Shakespeare),  252 
"Sonnet  129"   (Shakespeare),  264 
"Sonnet  146"   (Shakespeare),  193 
Sonnets   (Shakespeare),   160,   181, 

241,   248,  253 
Sophocles,  355,  375 
Sordello,   219 
Southern  school  of  criticism,  75-9, 

272,  318 
Specimen    of   a    Commentary   on 

Shakespeare  (Whiter),  166 
Specu7ations    (Hulme),   83 
Spencer,  Herbert,  302 
Spencer,    Theodore,    49-50,    178, 

188,  221 
Spence's  Anecdotes  (Pope),  255 
Spender,  Stephen,  8i,  318,  339 
Spengler,  Oswald,  93,  362,  377 
Spenser,  Edmund,  39,  41,  44,  81, 

256 
Spirit   of   American    Government, 

The   (Smith),  80 
Spirit    of    Laws,    The    (de    Mon- 
tesquieu),  13 
Spirit  of  Romance,  The  (Pound), 

82,  218 
Spirit  of  the  Age,  The  (Hazlitt), 

351 
Sprigg,  Christopher  St.  John;  see 

Caudwell 
"Spring    and    Fall:    to    a    young 

child"  (Hopkins),  291 
Spurgeon,  Caroline  F.  E.,  84,  144, 

161-96,    211,    224,    240,    267, 

317,  344,  387,  388;  her  method, 

166-79 
Stael,  Madame  de,  14 
Stalin,  Joseph,   359 
Standard  Dictionary,  The,  113 
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Stanton-Lazarsfeld  "Program  An- 
alyzer,"  307 

"Statistical  Study  of  Literary 
Merit,  A"    (Wells),    303 

"Status  of  Art,  The"  (Burke), 
329 

Stauffer,  Donald  A.,  192,  398, 
400 

Steevens,  George,   164,  181 

Stein,  Gertrude,  265 

Steinbeck,   John,    335 

Stekel,  W.,  133,  135,  363 

Stendhal;  see  Beyle,  Marie  Henri 

Stephen  Hero  (Joyce),  221 

Stevens,  Wallace,  28,  29,  31,  44, 
47,  197,  198-9,  204,  206,  210, 
215,  220,  230,  235,  265 

Still,  Colin,  125 

"Still-Life"  (Daryush),  26 

StoU,  E.  E.,  139,'  i88 

Stowe,  Harriet  Beecher,  114 

Strachey,  Lytton,  61,  107 

Structure  oi  Religious  Experience, 
The  (Macmurray),  157 

Studies  in  Classic  American  Lit- 
erature  (Lawrence),  80 

Studies  in  Logical  Theory 
(Dewey),  17,  312 

Studies  oi  the  American  Historians 
and  Critics,  32 

"Study  in  French  Poets"  (Pound), 
219 

"Study  of  M.  Beyle"  (Balzac), 
271 

"Style  and  Beauty  in  Literature" 
(Moore),  26 

SuWime  and  Beautiful,  The 
(Burke),    11 

"Sunday  Morning"   (Stevens),  29, 

44 
Surrealism,  82 

"Surrealism"    (Burke),    339,    353 
Survey    of    Modernist    Poetry,    A 

(Riding  and  Graves),  264 
Suvorin,  Aleksei  Sergeyevich,  18 
Swallow,  Alan,  28,   31,  48 
Sweeney,  John  L.,  358 
Swift,    Jonathan,    78,    102,    255, 

331 


Swinburne,  Algernon  Charles,  44, 

56,  68,  111 
"Symbolic  Action  in  a  Poem   by 

Keats"  (Burke),  337 
"Symbolism      of      Poetry,     The" 

(Yeats),   265-6 
Symons,  Arthur,  14,  61 

T.    S.    Eliot:    A    Study    of    His 

Writings     by     Several     Hands 

(Bradbrook),  88 
Table    of   the   Springs   of   Action 

(Bentham),    351 
"Tactics     of     Motivation,     The" 

(Burke),   360,   366,   368 
Taine,  Hippolyte  A.,  14,  15,  16, 

18,  79,  98,  99,  106,  107,  360- 

1 
Taies   Told   of  Shem   and  Shaun 

(Joyce),    313;    see   also   Finne- 

gans  Wake 
Tammuz,   137,  261 
Tarr   (Lewis),  42 
Tartufte,  349-50 
Tasso,  Torquato,  42 
Tate,  Allen,   19,  29,   52,  75,  76, 

77,  83,  85,  86,  201,  202,  203, 

217,  225,  268,  270,  271,  272, 
305,  318,  325,  333,  339,  357, 

387 
Tawney,  R.  H.,  274 
"Tears,   Idle  Tears"    (Tennyson), 

78 
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